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A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF KINDERGARTEN TEACHERS’ 
PERCEPTIONS OF THEIR STUDENTS IN THE AGE OF KINDERGARTEN 
READINESS  
Adam N. Stephens 
November 17, 2020 
Kindergarten has changed dramatically from a play-based, social experience a 
generation ago to the literacy- and numeracy-based curricula of today.  With this shift in 
academic expectations, children now take a kindergarten readiness assessment at the 
beginning of the school year to determine their likelihood of success based on their pre-
kindergarten preparation.  While previous studies have examined teachers’ perceptions of 
current kindergarten practices, expectations, and students, few use teachers’ descriptions 
as the data (Abry et al., 2015; Hustedt et al., 2018).  This phenomenological study reports 
how kindergarten teachers at three Central Kentucky elementary schools describe their 
attitudes about their own kindergarten teaching experiences, vocation, and students in an 
era of kindergarten readiness.  This study uses semi-structured interviews to explore 
kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of their experiences with kindergarten students 
concerning their perceptions of their own kindergarten experience and how teaching 
kindergarten has affected their personal and professional lives.   
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For many, the first experience of school is affectionately associated with primary 
colors, crayons, playing with new friends, and the thoughtful guidance of a caring 
kindergarten teacher.  Kindergarten teachers are often the first adults other than our 
parents who are entrusted with our wellbeing and development.  Because kindergarten is 
often remembered fondly, we view kindergarten teachers as archetypes, caring custodians 
who happily spend their days creating fun activities and tending their flocks.  Teachers, 
however, are as complex and varied as their students.  Each teacher, molded by their 
circumstances, culture, and social interactions, provides students with a unique learning 
experience.  These intricate teacher and student interactions are an essential part of the 
multifaceted process by which students prepare and are being prepared for ensuing 
curricula and life in general.2 
While some scholars suggest that the phenomenon of school readiness should be studied 
from the vantage point of parents (Coley et al., 2015; Holliday et al., 2014), others favor 
examining the experiences of students (File & Gullo, 2002).  Both perspectives are 
necessary to understand how children’s lives before kindergarten shape their 
development, but examining teacher experiences is essential to understand how student 




 teachers’ pedagogies.  Such studies may provide insights into the onboarding of students 
from diverse backgrounds, the potential consequences of household disorder and other 
risk factors, and the potential inequities that occur when student readiness assessments 
herald high-stakes accountability testing at the moment when children are transitioning 
from home to school. 
Although research studying pre-school and early education topics survey parents 
of children at preschool ages (Coley et al., 2015) and others examine student perceptions 
after entering school (File & Gullo, 2002; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2016), kindergarten 
teachers—the professionals entrusted with closing kindergarten-readiness gaps and 
improving learning—are frequently sidelined (Coley et al., 2015; File & Gullo, 2002; 
Holliday et al., 2014; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2016). Furthermore, research studies may 
examine the instructional practices of preschool or kindergarten teachers, but teachers’ 
experiences with those strategies and the contextual experiences framing those 
implementations are largely absent from the literature (Duncan et al., 2007; File & Gullo, 
2002; Xue & Meisels, 2004).  Finally, research studies that offer descriptions of pre-
school and kindergarten teachers’ experiences may be less relevant or universal because 
of the time the study was conducted or the representation of teachers’ experiences as 
quantitative data (Fantuzzo et al., 2012; Smith & Shepard, 1988).  Such representations 
offer the semblance of teachers’ experiences but lack substantive contexts that enrich 
understanding. 
Though the research literature emphasizes the importance of kindergarten 
readiness, the potential inequities such designations may cause, and the complications of 





illuminate student group disparities due to access, disabilities, and poverty (Duncan et al., 
2007).  Professional perceptions, including attitudes and beliefs about closing 
achievement gaps, are largely missing from the conversation.  Descriptions of teachers’ 
experiences are needed to holistically account for the complex transaction between 
evolving professional strategies and dispositions and the diverse funds and needs of 
students who enter schools.  Such research may be a missing component in the ongoing 
analysis of how schools onboard half of the population coming to school unprepared 
(Kentucky Department of Education, 2020). 
This phenomenological study intends to elevate the voices and lived experiences 
of kindergarten teachers as a means to explore the phenomenon of kindergarten readiness 
through teacher perception.  Though many qualitative studies have analyzed risk factors 
that could negatively impact kindergarten readiness as well as the diverse home ecologies 
in which students develop, few studies offer kindergarten teacher experiences as another 
framework for analysis.  Furthermore, I hope that this study, through my analysis of the 
thick descriptions provided by participant teachers, not only humanizes the kindergarten 
readiness discourse that is generally dependent on disaggregated benchmark scores but 
enriches and informs professional development discussions focused on meeting the needs 
of teachers and students to improve academic achievement (Geertz, 1973). 
Statement of the Problem 
Although children’s varied home ecologies and funds of knowledge, the potential, 
deleterious effects of household disorder and other risk factors on child development, and 
the potential difficulties students encounter transitioning to school are well documented, 





teachers and their pedagogies (Duncan et al., 2007; Fantuzzo et al., 2012; File & Gullo, 
2002; González et al., 2005; Hogg, 2011; Moll, 2000; Moll & González, 1997; Smith & 
Shepard, 1988; Rodriguez, 2013; Riojas-Cortez & Bustos Flores, 2009; Rios-Aguilar et 
al., 2011; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992; Xue & Meisels, 2004; Zipin2009).  
Moreover, research focused on the phenomenon of kindergarten and ecological 
transitioning to the school microsystem (i.e., transitioning from largely living at home to 
spending time in the school setting) examines parent and student experiences but rarely 
elicit the perspectives of teachers.  Research studies that have relied on teachers’ 
perspectives collected data through surveys.  While quantitative data collected from these 
surveys provide insights into teachers’ preferred methodologies (Hustedt et al., 2018; Lin 
et al., 2003), exploring the phenomenon of kindergarten readiness from teachers’ 
perspectives requires retaining the nuanced complexities of their voices through 
interviews. 
Like students, teachers are influenced by the relationship between home and 
workplace microsystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  Unlike students, however, teachers 
have experienced many ecological shifts during their longer life spans.  Whereas 
students’ mesosystems are generally composed of two distinct microsystems, home and 
school, teachers are influenced by a complex history of microsystems including their 
childhood ecologies, various home and work settings, and other networks and social 
systems (e.g., clubs, social organizations, and friendship networks); therefore, while 
students are heavily influenced by the interpersonal relationships with caregivers, 
affective relations, balances of power, and molar activities of two microsystems, 





immediate school microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). As such, teachers have formed 
schemas that may affect how they perceive their students and how they interpret the 
reciprocal relationships within the school ecology (Goodwyn, 2010; Laughlin & Tiberia, 
2012).   
Context 
Many children starting kindergarten are identified as having insufficient skills and 
knowledge.  In Kentucky, the setting of this study, almost half of all students entering 
kindergarten are not considered kindergarten ready.  Kindergarten readiness is defined 
as the pre-kindergarten cognitive skills and knowledge necessary to succeed in 
kindergarten.  Kindergarten readiness evaluation checklist indicators generally include 
understanding basic book features, knowing the alphabet and the sounds letters make, 
counting, demonstrating fine and gross motor skills, and demonstrating developmentally-
appropriate graphomotor and writing skills (Blair et al., 2007; Blair & Raver, 2015; 
Graue, 2006; Meisels, 1996; O’Connor & McCartney, 2007; Pierson, 2018).  These 
checklists, however, do not measure the complex funds of knowledge students develop in 
diverse home ecologies that could potentially enrich teachers’ perceptions of their 
students as well as the strategies intended to promote academic achievement (González et 
al., 2005; Hogg, 2011; Moll, 2000; Moll & González, 1997; Rodriguez, 2013; Riojas-
Cortez & Bustos Flores, 2009; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992).  Consequently, 
exploring the complex student onboarding and development process through teachers’ 
experiences may illuminate how readiness data are used, how these data inform teachers’ 
perceptions of their students, and what if any other information teachers synthesize with 





Although research studies examining the effects of home ecologies on child 
development concerning kindergarten readiness are many, studies utilizing kindergarten 
teacher perceptions to explore the phenomenon are few; therefore, this study provides an 
analysis of teachers’ lived experiences through semi-structured interviews.  Participating 
teachers, from urban and suburban Central Kentucky elementary schools, participated in 
interviews intended to explore their past experiences as kindergarten students, their 
senses of vocation, their perceptions of their students, and how teaching kindergarten has 
affected their personal and professional lives and instructional practices.  Interviewed 
teachers represent a range of experience levels, ages, geographic origins, work 
experiences, etc. that provide diverse viewpoints on their profession and the students they 
serve.  
The schools in which the participants of this study work are located in a district 
that provides both urban and suburban settings.  The students with whom the teachers 
work also vary in racial and ethnic diversity, socioeconomic status, and home ecologies.  
Therefore, though the readiness and grade-level standards are the same, classroom ratios 
of students identified as ready for kindergarten and not ready for kindergarten, the varied 
home ecologies from which students arrive, and the necessary instructional strategies and 
pedagogies diverge.  Moreover, class sizes and the available assistance in the classroom 
from kindergarten assistants, paraeducators, and student teachers also differ. 
Conceptual Framework for the Study 
This study explores the lived experiences of kindergarten teachers as they work to 
meet the needs of their students, particularly those designated as not ready for 





construct meaning from their experiences; therefore, this study offers participants’ 
verbatim responses to invite interpretation and increase validity (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 
Creswell et al., 2007).  This study’s research design adheres to Husserl’s 
phenomenological method in that I 
attempted to bracket1 myself to 
mitigate the influence of 
preconceptions and experiences in 
exploring participants’ 
lifeworlds (Creswell et al., 2007; 
Husserl, 1964; Tufford & Newman, 
2012).  Furthermore, this study 
follows Giorgi’s (1985) four-step 
phenomenological data analysis 
method in that the holistic meanings of 
participants’ experiences are determined by transforming parts of interview data into 
meaning units to determine structures and themes. 
In addition to the phenomenological methodological framework, this study builds 
upon a supporting theory, ecological systems theory.  Bronfenbrenner’s theory of 
 
1 Bracketing to account for the researcher’s beliefs and opinions, immersion in the study 
to increase open-mindedness of the meaning or meanings of the phenomenon, data 
analysis involving multiple phases of coding to identify themes, describing and defining 
the phenomenon. 
 
Figure 1 provides a conceptual model of the 






ecological development (1979) holds that children are influenced by different ecosystems 
of varying degrees of intimacy and proximity.  The most influential ecosystem, the 
microsystem, includes immediate environments such as a home or school and persons 
who influence the child.  Extending beyond the microsystem, the mesosystem, 
exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem represent expanding spheres of social and 
cultural influence.  Bronfenbrenner’s theory (1979) informs this study in that (a) teachers 
and students inhabit the same microsystems and thus are potentially influencing each 
other’s perceptions and actions and (b) teachers themselves are potentially influenced by 
their experiences as kindergarten teachers and past kindergarten experiences as students. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this phenomenological study is to report how kindergarten 
teachers at three Central Kentucky elementary schools describe their attitudes about their 
own kindergarten teaching experiences, vocation, and students in an era of kindergarten 
readiness.  This study also explores kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of their 
experiences with kindergarten students concerning their perceptions of their own 
kindergarten experience and how teaching kindergarten has affected their personal and 
professional lives.   
Research Questions 
The explored phenomenon began with a series of inquiries intended to initiate the 
discovery process.  These questions included forays into kindergarten teachers’ 
experiences working with kindergarten students including those labeled not ready for 
kindergarten, the effects of working with kindergarteners on teachers’ professional and 





Questions used to explore kindergarten teachers’ complex interpretations and responses 
to the phenomenon of readying students for subsequent schooling include: How have 
teachers’ experiences as kindergarten students formed their expectations for their 
students?  How has teaching kindergarten, particularly those students labeled not ready 
for kindergarten, affected teachers’ professional and personal lives?  How has teaching 
students who are identified as not ready for kindergarten affected teachers’ instructional 
practices? 
Generative Questions:  
RQ1: How have teachers’ experiences as kindergarten students formed their 
expectations for and perceptions of their students?  
RQ2: How do kindergarten teachers perceive their students, especially those labeled 
not ready for kindergarten? 
RQ3: How has teaching kindergarten, particularly those students labeled not ready for 
kindergarten affected teachers’ professional and personal lives?  
RQ4: How has teaching students who are identified as not ready for kindergarten 
affected teachers’ instructional practices?  
Definition of Terms 
Ecological systems theory – a framework that examines interpersonal 
relationships within ecological systems: microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, 
macrosystem, and chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 
Ecological transition – occurs whenever a person's position in the ecological 
environment is altered as the result of a change in role, setting, or both (Bronfenbrenner, 





Funds of knowledge – knowledge and competencies students historically and 
socially develop in home ecosystems (Moll & González, 1997; Vélez-Ibáñez & 
Greenberg, 1992) 
Household disorder – Home microsystems characterized by recurrent distractions, 
limited structure and routines, and frequent changes in family structure and residential 
moves (Garrett-Peters et al., 2016, p. 1). 
Phenomenology – A reduction of the experiences of persons with a phenomenon 
to a description of the universal essence (Creswell et al., 2013). 
Protective factor – Beneficial ecological factors (e.g., maternal education level, 
low-population density residence, attachment to adults) that influence the social and 
emotional development of children (Bender et al., 2011). 
Kindergarten readiness – The emergent outcome of the interaction between child 
and environment characteristics consistent with an overarching developmental science 
approach to child development (Blair et al., 2007). 
Mesosystem – a set of interrelations between two or more settings in which the 
developing person becomes an active participant (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 209). 
Microsystem – a pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal relations 
experienced by the developing person in a given setting with particular physical and 
material characteristics (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 22). 
Molar activities – constitute both the internal mechanisms and the external 





Not ready for kindergarten – A student designation, typically determined by 
statewide kindergarten readiness tests, that indicates that a child has not acquired the 
learning and developed the skills necessary to succeed in kindergarten.  
Risk factor – Detrimental ecological factors (e.g., poverty, relationship and 
residential instability, crime) that influence the social and emotional development of 
children (Bender et al., 2011). 
School readiness gap - The variations in academic performance and certain social 
skills among children entering kindergarten (Sadowski, 2006). 
Procedures 
Methodology 
The experiences of kindergarten teachers regarding responding to students 
identified as not ready for kindergarten are absent from the research literature analyzing 
school readiness and its relationship with subsequent achievement (Bronfenbrenner, 
1979; Coley et al., 2015; File & Gullo, 2002; Holliday et al., 2014; Vernon-Feagans et 
al., 2016).  Therefore, I chose a phenomenological design to acquire a deeper 
understanding of the meaning of this phenomenon through interviews intended to elicit 
kindergarten teachers’ experiences.  I used a Husserlian phenomenological approach that 
explores the lifeworlds of kindergarten teachers as a means to define the common 
homeworld experienced by kindergarten teachers in general (Husserl, 1964).  Moreover, I 
chose a Husserlian phenomenological design because it requires that I am aware of my 
own biases of and experiences with kindergarten education (Husserl, 1983).  As an 





preconceived notions are set aside, for the exploratory process to be directed primarily by 
the participants’ lived experiences with the phenomenon.  
Despite evidence from previous studies indicating that kindergarten teachers 
prioritize social skills development over academic growth, my experiences with 
kindergarten teachers are markedly different (Fantuzzo et al., 2012; Smith & Shepard, 
1988).  The kindergarten teachers with whom I have collaborated have built empathetic 
relationships with their students and worked diligently to improve students’ phonemic 
awareness, basic numeracy skills, and emerging writing.  Social skills, often kindergarten 
teachers’ main focus during the first weeks of school, were instilled fairly quickly for 
most students so academic work can begin.  Although recalibration and frequent 
reminders of norms were typical, the instructional focus shifted to academic standards as 
soon as possible because kindergarten students were expected to be first-grade ready by 
the end of the school year.  Despite my own experiences, phenomenological research 
requires that I bracket my paradigms and biases to approach the phenomenon openly 
(Creswell et al., 2007; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Husserl, 1964, 1983).   
Data Collection and Analysis 
I invited kindergarten teachers from three Central Kentucky elementary schools to 
participate in the study.  Based on the responses, I randomly selected willing participants 
from each of the schools.  Participants were selected because they offer varying 
demographic differences such as years of service, age, geographic origin, and educational 
experience.  Although I would have preferred to have participants of varying ethnicities, 
kindergarten teachers in the region are almost exclusively white and female; therefore, 





offer myriad other complex, nuanced perceptions worth of study.  Interview times and 
locations were chosen by the participants.  The interviews were conducted through 
Microsoft Teams and private to ensure confidentiality.  Interviews were audio-recorded 
on my laptop and cellular phone to guard against technology issues and later transcribed 
by Rev, a paid transcription service.  To ensure accuracy, I reviewed each transcription 
against the recorded interview and invited participants to check audio recordings and 
transcriptions for accuracy. 
I conducted ten interviews with semi-structured and open inquiry to create 
conditions conducive for dialogue.  Though all interviews featured previously written, 
semi-structured questions, responsive questions varied based on teachers’ responses.  The 
semi-structured questions were shared with participants before the interview to encourage 
participation by allaying fears and to elicit feedback.  Participants were interviewed in a 
singular sitting consisting of three parts: past perceptions and experiences as kindergarten 
students themselves, present experiences and perceptions of the phenomenon of 
educating children in the current environment of school readiness, and the effect of the 
phenomenon on their professional and personal lives.  
Throughout the data collection process, iterative and progressive analysis of new 
data was recursive and holographic.  That is, the data analysis process repeated as new 
interview data were collected and older analyses were updated to account for new trends 
and themes found in the totality of data collected.  Once interviews were complete, 
interview transcription data were analyzed through a process called horizontalization 
wherein data were reevaluated without redundancies and given equal value to further 





2013).  In the final series of reductive coding, I identified significant statements (narrow 
units) and categorized these statements into meaning units during open coding and 
throughout the coding process to discover common perceptions and themes.  Next, a 
fellow reader and I reviewed open codes and heuristically identified patterns during axial 
coding to improve validity by collaboratively categorizing codes into broader concepts.  
Last, axial codes were further analyzed during the selective coding stage to establish core 
categories and theoretical models of the observed phenomena (Creswell, 2013; Miles et 
al., 2014; Saldaña, 2016). 
Significance of the Study 
Teachers' perceptions—influenced by their own kindergarten, life, and work 
experiences—could affect their expectations for incoming students, particularly those 
labeled not ready for kindergarten, and their pedagogies.  Moreover, school and state 
expectations for transitioning kindergarten students to first grade as well as a lack of 
effective professional development and other supports could affect teachers’ professional 
and personal lives.  While a myriad studies examine kindergarten readiness and the 
readiness gaps that appear predicated on socioeconomics and racial identities, few studies 
offer kindergarten teacher experiences as another framework for analysis.  This study 
offers the experiences of kindergarten teachers to broaden and enrich the discourse of 
meeting the academic needs of students.  I hoped that such explorations would not only 
illuminate the personal and professional costs and needs of kindergarten teachers to 
improve support but inform the potential professional development necessary to meet the 
needs of students from various home ecologies as well.  





Though I used a phenomenological framework for this study, my analysis of 
teachers’ interviews is limited by my own experiences.  Despite my attempts to bracket 
my own biases, paradigms, and schemas, the very act of bracketing these preconceptions 
was limited by my understanding of the process and my decision making throughout the 
process of horizontalizing and coding data to identify themes and meaning.  Moreover, 
potential teacher participants employed in the district work in suburban and urban public 
schools.  Rural and private school kindergarten teachers, though equally important, were 
not interviewed because of a lack of availability and scope.  Last, another limitation of 
this study may have been the balance of power between myself and the participants.  
Because I am a school administrator and my participants are teachers, responses may 
have been influenced by the power imbalance despite my efforts to build rapport and 
regardless of my non-evaluative relationship with interviewees. 
Organization of the Study 
 This study is organized into five chapters.  The first chapter provides an 
introduction to the research phenomenon, questions, and significance.  The second 
chapter offers a review of literature on the topics of kindergarten readiness, protective 
and risk factors for child development, and kindergarten teacher perception.  The third 
chapter conveys the study’s research methodology including the primary theoretical 
framework, Husserlian phenomenology, and the supporting theory, ecological systems 
theory, that provide the relevant theoretical assumptions used to limit generalizations 
made about the phenomenon. 
Details concerning participants and interview structures, the recursive and holographic 





explore the phenomenon are also provided in the third chapter.  The penultimate chapter 
offers textural descriptions of participant interviews and the themes pertaining to the 
phenomenon of kindergarten readiness and the lived experiences of kindergarten 
teachers.  The final chapter provides conclusions and the relevance of the findings to the 
existing literature as well as suggestions for applications to professional development and 
future research on the topic.  
Summary of Chapter One 
This chapter provided an introduction to the studied phenomenon, how 
kindergarten teachers’ lived experiences were explored, and the potential benefits this 
study may effectuate.  In addition to explaining how my interest in this topic developed 
from past work experiences and professional interests, this chapter presented the 
theoretical framework and supporting theory employed to conceptualize and limit the 
phenomenon to specific foci.  With the phenomenon defined and the analytic parameters 
explained, this chapter provided the salient definitions necessary to understand common 
terms used in the research literature to understand this study’s findings.  Last, the 
significance of this study to teacher support, preparation, and development, as well as the 
limitations of the study and the need for additional research, are conveyed to provide the 
actionable extensions from this study to practitioner and academic settings.  
The literature review chapter that follows offers my exploration of three literature 
strands intended to provide me with a better awareness of kindergarten readiness, 
cognitive development and home-school transitioning, and teacher perception.  The 
research necessary to understand not only the different assessments used by states and 





provided to illuminate competing definitions and measures used to determine school 
readiness.  The second literature strand intends to inform my understanding of home 
microsystems and risk and protective factors for child cognitive and social development 
to appreciate the possible reasons students are or are not ready for the ecological 
transition to formal school microsystems.  Last, the literature review offers a survey of 
research that focuses on kindergarten teachers’ perspectives because this study hopes to 




















CHAPTER II  
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
My visceral understanding of kindergarten readiness was conceived on my first 
day as an elementary administrator as I met our new kindergarteners off the bus.  The 
first day of formal schooling was exciting and awkward for all of the students, but some 
more easily transitioned than others.  Most of the students, as expected, appeared lost and 
confused albeit happy and enthusiastic.  A few others were resistant, antisocial, and 
pouty.  One girl barked at me as she exited the bus and tried to run away.  Later that day, 
I attempted to no avail to teach her how to use a fork.  I had worked with thousands of 
students, many of whom were varied in their academic and social skills, throughout my 
professional career as a high school teacher and administrator, but I had never 
encountered students at the starting gate of public education, at the first contact between 
home and school. 
 As the year progressed, I became more aware of our kindergarten students’ home 
lives.  Some were being raised by drug addicts while others were the sole progeny of two 
educated parents; some moved frequently while others had lived in the same house their 
entire lives; some of the children’s parents read to them frequently while others’ parents 
worked multiple shifts and did not have the leisure time to do so; some students did not 




others in middle- or upper-class neighborhoods slept soundly in their bedrooms; some 
came to school ravenous while others ate breakfast at home and arrived in their 
classrooms ready to learn.  In short, the home ecology differences in our kindergarten 
classes were stark despite the small area the school served.   
 My interest in what hindered the social and cognitive development associated 
with readiness was met by my intrigue in what we could do as educators to offset it.  This 
interest is manifest in my research of risk factors, any exposure or characteristic that 
negatively affects wellbeing and development, and protective factors, any exposure or 
characteristic that positively affects wellbeing and development or offsets risk factors.  
Additionally, my interest in improving the academic trajectory of children required that I 
explore the definitions and models for how kindergarten readiness is defined and assessed 
as well as divergent models, such as funds of knowledge, that illuminates potential 
school-system inequities and how professional development may mitigate the problem.  
Though the research base on household disorder—an environment defined by a lack of 
safety, organization, and routine that contributes to confusion and agitation—is broad and 
comprehensive, societal changes necessitate continued research and synthesis to address 
the needs of new children entering school, a system that glacially changes and at times 
appears inadequate to meet the charge (Berry et al., 2016; Corapci & Wachs, 2002; 
Matheny et al., 1995; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2016).   
Despite the bureaucratic speed by which schools evolve, kindergarten teachers 
must constantly pivot to the evolving needs of their students.  As such, kindergarten 
teachers serve the unique role of being empathetically responsive to the experiences and 





increased academic expectations of kindergarten.  A generation ago, students’ 
kindergarten experiences mostly involved play and socialization.  Now, many schools 
assess students’ abilities before they ever step foot in a classroom.  In fact, kindergarten 
has changed so much during the last twenty years that it is commonly called “the new 
first grade” (Bassok et al., 2015).  Despite the importance of the work and the uniqueness 
of the position, kindergarten teachers’ voices are largely missing from analyses of why 
children are not ready for kindergarten and how schools can improve academic 
achievement for all students regardless of access and opportunity. 
 This phenomenological study attempts to elevate the voices of kindergarten 
teachers to add their experiences to the ongoing discourse of kindergarten readiness.  To 
effectively describe these experiences, several questions need to be explored: “How do 
kindergarten teachers perceive their students, especially those labeled not ready for 
kindergarten?”, “How has teaching kindergarten, particularly those students labeled not 
ready for kindergarten, affected teachers’ professional and personal lives?”, and “How 
has teaching students who are identified as not ready for school affected teachers’ 
instructional practices?” In addition to investigating how teaching kindergarten affects 
teachers’ lives, teachers’ accounts of their own kindergarten experiences are explored.  
This vital piece of how teachers initially constructed their schema of what kindergarten is 
and who kindergarteners are may provide insights into teachers’ expectations of their 
students and how they define school readiness. 
Review of Literature Strands 





General Definition.  For much of kindergarten’s 150-year existence in America, 
students’ first year of formal schooling entailed spontaneous play, exploration, and 
socializing with classmates.  The German theorist who founded kindergarten, Friedrich 
Froebel, first conceptualized kindergarten while tutoring children in a loaned garden 
(Eschner, 2017).  Under his care, these children grew through hands-on experiences and 
direct observation.  From this experience, Froebel derived the term Kindergarten to 
embody this experience—kinder meaning children and garten meaning garden.  Froebel 
opened his own kindergarten in 1837.  In his classroom, children too young to previously 
attend school learned in much the same experiential and exploratory manner that his 
previous students had enjoyed in the garden (Eschner, 2017).   For Froebel, providing 
early education for children was essential “because learning begins when consciousness 
erupts” (Early Childhood Today Editorial Staff, 2000).  Children’s emerging curiosity 
about how the world works and how we find our place in it was at the center of early 
kindergarten learning.  Froebel called this educational approach self-activity, which 
allowed students to freely pursue learning through their interests, creativity, observations, 
and deductions (Early Childhood Today Editorial Staff, 2000).     
Kindergarten remained relatively unchanged from Froebel’s original model until 
the latter half of the twentieth century (Bloch & Kim, 2015).  Before the shift of 
academic expectations from primary to kindergarten, the kindergarten curriculum focused 
largely on socializing, moral conduct and behavior, play, and basic language 
development.  Kindergarten was intended to bridge home life to the structured 
expectations of school, which represented the rigors and norms of society (Bloch & Kim, 





children to middle- and upper-class morality and conduct” (Bloch & Kim, 2015, p. 3).   
The notion of high-quality early education, based on the values of “certainty and mastery, 
linear progress and predetermined outcome, objectivity and universality, stability and 
closure” influenced policy and practice in the United States in the 1990s (Dahlberg et al., 
2007, p. 22).   
For many Americans, enrolling in kindergarten is a rite of passage.  It marks the 
time in a child’s life when further maturation requires leaving home and beginning the 
long journey to self-reliance and societal contribution.  Parents generally begin thinking 
about kindergarten when their children are toddlers.  I began to compare my first son’s 
cognitive development to other children as early as six-months-old.  Not only was I 
gauging his abilities but also my parenting as a means to help him prepare for the 
challenges of stepping into a much broader community.  These comparisons and 
assessments are common.  As far back as the Middle Ages, parents were told that 
children should start school when they could delay gratification by choosing money over 
fruit (Weil, 2007).  During the Renaissance, German parents used the criterion of 
rationality, as subjective as that might be, to determine if a child was ready for school 
(Weil, 2007).  Modern American kindergarten enrollment decisions are often dictated by 
state legislatures’ seemingly arbitrary selection of a date on the calendar.  Though these 
dates are clear cut-offs for when children may enroll in kindergarten, states like Kentucky 
allow districts the option to allow parents to enroll early if a child is deemed cognitively 
and socially ready or academically redshirt if a child needs another year at home 





when children must enroll in kindergarten, parents continue to have some say as to when 
children are ready to enter school. 
Per Pierson (2018), 26 states had either informally promoted or formally defined 
kindergarten readiness.  Six additional states were in the process of creating a definition.  
These states defined kindergarten readiness to identify students with special needs, 
inform instruction and professional development, and provide a baseline for monitoring 
kindergarteners' progress over time (Pierson, 2018).  Though many states have passed 
clear guidelines for when a child must enroll in public school, definitions of kindergarten 
readiness vary.  All states have learning standards that address pre-kindergarten years and 
set kindergarten learning standards to some degree (Regenstein et al., 2017).  For most 
states, the definition commonly identifies the point at which a child is ready for formal 
education (Pierson, 2018).  While that definition seems fairly simple, determining when a 
child is ready and for what criteria is fraught with complexities.  Each institution may 
have different demands, parents may value disparate abilities that denote maturity, and a 
myriad of other influences such as childcare costs, cultural precedents, social 
competitiveness, etc. likely influence school readiness decisions (Blair et al., 2007; 
Dhuey et al., 2017; Pierson, 2018).   
Kentucky, the setting of this study, defines kindergarten readiness as: 
“School readiness means that a child enters school ready to engage in and 
benefit from early learning experiences that best promote the child’s 
success.  Families, early care and education providers, school staff and 
community partners must work together to provide environments and 





that all children in Kentucky enter school eager and excited to learn” 
(Curriculum Associates, 2019b). 
Though this definition loosely articulates when a child should enter school and who 
should collaborate to teach students before they enter, it does not state how readiness 
should be measured.  Like many states’ definitions, Kentucky does not detail a process 
but rather values such as parent and community partnerships and exciting and engaging 
learning.  Like other states, more specific expectations of kindergarten readiness can be 
found in the assessment or screener used rather than the general ideas expressed in the 
definition.  Despite the lack of clarity state definitions provide for kindergarten readiness, 
abilities such as social skills, emergent literacy abilities, command of the language, motor 
skills, numeracy adeptness, and behavioral self-regulation are common indicators found 
in both research and the assessments many districts and schools employ to gauge 
readiness (Blair et al., 2007; Blair & Raver, 2015; Graue, 2006; Meisels, 1996; O'Connor 
& McCartney, 2007).   
General kindergarten readiness standards and checklists provided to parents to 
gauge their children’s’ abilities before starting school include binary yes and no questions 
or checkboxes to indicate that children have acquired skills.  Expressive and receptive 
language skills (e.g., speaks in complete sentences, understands commands, understands 
positional vocabulary), learning and cognition (e.g., matching pictures and recognizes 
sequences), phonological awareness and print knowledge (e.g., prints name, recognizes 
signs, knows letters), mathematics (e.g., counts to ten, understands more or fewer items, 
arranges numbers), social/emotional development (e.g., knows gender differences, knows 





draw basic shapes, can use scissors, demonstrates gross motor skills development) are 
common on parent inventories of their children’s emerging abilities (Meisels, 1996). 
Although these measured abilities offer clearer criteria for kindergarten entrance 
standards and assessments, states vary on which assessment model they use and the 
degree by which data are used to inform school-based decisions (Pierson, 2018). 
Assessments Used to Determine Kindergarten Readiness.  Most states rely on 
Kindergarten Entrance Assessments (KEAs) to determine a student’s degree of readiness.  
These assessments offer what Elizabeth Graue (2006) called “a developmental buffet, 
representing many types of skills that children develop as they enter 
kindergarten.”  Using the Obama-era Race to the Top funds, four states collaborated with 
the John Hopkins University of Education to develop one such buffet assessment.  Ohio, 
Maryland, South Carolina, and Michigan use the Kindergarten Readiness Assessment 
(KRA).  The KRA assesses children’s social foundations, language and literacy, 
mathematical ability, and physical well-being and motor development (Electric Learning 
Community of John Hopkins University School of Education, 2011).  Alabama, Hawaii, 
Michigan, and Minnesota use the Teaching Strategies GOLD (TS GOLD) assessment to 
determine kindergarten readiness.  Five additional states (Colorado, Delaware, 
Massachusetts, New Jersey, and Washington) are currently in various effectuation phases 
of the assessment as well (Pierson, 2018).  The TS GOLD Kindergarten Entry 
Assessment Survey, like the KRA, assesses incoming students’ skills, knowledge, and 
behaviors.  Unlike the KRA, TS GOLD offers teachers instructional strategies and a 





(Teaching Strategies, 2013).  Other states have developed their own KEA or have 
adopted a third-party program (Pierson, 2018). 
Kentucky adopted the BRIGANCE Early Childhood Developmental Screener III 
to evaluate incoming kindergarteners for the 2012-2013 school year (Curriculum 
Associates, 2019b).  This screener, like similar assessments, evaluates the key predictors 
of school success: language development, basic math proficiencies, and gross motor 
skills (Curriculum Associates, 2019a).  This 15-minute assessment is used to inform 
subsequent academic and social instruction, special education, and general pedagogy 
decisions made by teachers and specialists.  Though some researchers may argue the 
validity of using BRIGANCE to identify students with special needs and gifted students, 
the screener is generally used to raise awareness of students’ abilities to inform additional 
testing (Glascoe, 1996, 1997).  Typically, the screener is administered before the 
beginning or at the onset of the school year; however, Kentucky state regulation 
mandates that the screener be given no later than the 30th instructional day of the school 
year (Curriculum Associates, 2019b; Kentucky Department of Education, 2016).  The 
timing of this assessment denotes the need for baseline data to inform instruction, 
differentiation, and intervention despite lacking the depth of the curriculum offered by 
other KEAs like TS GOLD. 
Despite moving the goalposts for success, the influence Kentucky’s educational 
agencies have had on how children are prepared before school has stagnated.  While the 
percentage of students designated as not ready for kindergarten has decreased from 72% 
in the late 1990s to 49% in 2019, the percentage of students designated as ready for 





Department of Education, 2020).  The lack of kindergarten readiness progress is also 
apparent in ethnic subpopulation data.  African American (+1.7%), Hispanic (+2.9%), 
White (+2.3%), and Asian (+.7%) children are minimally more prepared than they were 
five years before (Kentucky Department of Education, 2020).  The greatest readiness 
gains since 2013 are found with students who attended state-funded preschool (+6.5%) 
and Head Start (+4.9%) while children being prepared exclusively at home (-1.3%) and 
attending child care (-.8%) saw decreases in readiness.  Although additional research 
needs to be conducted on the probable reasons for these changes, the lack of progress of 
some microsystems, as opposed to others, raises questions of equity and access as well as 
the reliability of Kentucky’s kindergarten readiness model (Kentucky Department of 
Education, 2020). 
Funds of Knowledge: An Alternative to Kindergarten Readiness Paradigms.   
Although schools across the country continue to benchmark students with kindergarten 
ready assessments, a growing body of literature and action research has questioned the 
legitimacy of these tests for socially and culturally diverse students (Andrews & Yee, 
2006; González et al., 2005; Hogg, 2011; Kelley, 2020; McDevitt, 2016; Moll, 2000; 
Moll & González, 1997; Riojas-Cortez & Bustos Flores, 2009; Rodriguez, 2013; Vélez-
Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992).  Research of the sociocultural theory funds of knowledge 
argues that the bodies of knowledge (e.g., information, strategies, culture, and skills) 
students construct within the home ecology represent a richness of experience that could 
be potential education resources for the academic advancement of students from diverse 
families (González et al., 2005; Hogg, 2011; Kelley, 2020; McDevitt, 2016; Moll, 2000; 





Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992).  Therefore, funds of knowledge, consistent with the social 
constructivist models Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, acknowledges not only the 
knowledge and competencies students acquire during childhood but enjoin teachers to 
explore, understand, and utilize these experiences to promote learning and achievement 
(Riojas-Cortez & Bustos Flores, 2009; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992). 
 Researchers of funds of knowledge argue that kindergarten assessment criteria are 
symptomatic of deficit theorizing in which the basis for academic failure is attributed to 
the students as well as their families, communities, and cultures (González et al., 2005; 
Hogg, 2011; Valencia, 2010; Moll, 2000; Moll & González, 1997; Rodriguez, 2013).  
Therefore, students’ academic inadequacies (e.g., home literacy practices, English-
language usage, parental academic support) are the fault of home ecology insufficiencies 
and subsequent poor student achievement is not the fault of the school, teachers, and 
pedagogies intended to help students succeed (Hogg, 2011).  In essence, a deficit thinking 
paradigm excuses educators from informing instructional practices with knowledge of 
students’ home lives, experiences, and cultures to connect school-based learning with 
learning occurring outside of the school (Rodriguez, 2013; Valencia 2010).  Culturally 
relevant teaching practices, by contrast, are intended to build teachers’ knowledge of their 
students and consequently their acumen for matching instructional strategies to students’ 
“intercultural and hybrid knowledge base” (Gonzalez et al., 2005, p. 37). 
Increasingly, American students are more ethnically heterogeneous while their 
teachers continue to be comparatively homogenous—generally middle-class, white, and 
female (Hogg, 2011; Jones & Sandridge, 1997).  These ethnic and socioeconomic gaps 





understanding of their students as cultural beings with their funds of knowledge but also 
question the benchmarks by which students are deemed kindergarten ready (Hogg, 2011; 
Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992).  Moreover, such explorations may improve 
educational settings characterized by mutual understanding for all participants, students 
and teachers alike (Rodriguez, 2013).  By exploring the experiences of their students, 
teachers may find a wealth of funds students have already learned and acquired as well as 
opportunities for enhancing and expanding learning through connections of students’ 
funds of knowledge with educational content (Andrews & Yee, 2006; Velez-Ibanez & 
Greenberg, 1992).  Consequently, such practices may marginalize kindergarten readiness 
metrics as merely one source for student readiness analysis or dismiss the data entirely as 
being too narrow to effectively inform instructional strategies.  
School Readiness Models. 
Introduction.  Despite the definition and assessment system either developed or 
adopted by states’ departments of education, researchers differ on their definitions and 
models for kindergarten readiness.  Most models broaden the definition of kindergarten 
readiness beyond cognitive and social abilities to fully account for the contexts, 
relationships, and other factors that may influence readiness (Pianta et al., 2007, 1999).  
Although there are numerous models, coined by researchers, that have overlapping 
indicators and descriptions, what follows are the models I identified in research that best 
represent the divergent views of what readies a child for school and what criteria should 
drive the evaluation of children’s academic potential.  This examination includes the 
maturational model, the interactionist perspective model, the developmental neuroscience 





Maturational Model.  Maturationalists argue advancement to kindergarten and 
subsequent grades should only occur when students have exhibited competence of pre-
school or grade-level standards.  Justice et al. (2017) define kindergarten readiness as “a 
multidimensional, theoretical construct representing children’s preparedness for 
participation in formal schooling, which more often than not corresponds to kindergarten 
entrance in the twenty-first century” (p. 1).  Hustedt et al. (2018) note that the changes in 
kindergarten readiness standards have created an “increasing emphasis on academic 
preparedness for elementary school” (p. 1).  Words such as “preparedness” are not 
uncommon in the language of maturationalists.  According to the National Household 
Education Survey, many parents also feel that cognitive and social skills were paramount 
for a successful transition to kindergarten (Kim et al., 2005). 
The maturational model is also evident in the policies and readiness rhetoric of 
many institutions (Demma, 2010; Pierson, 2018).  Many states’ kindergarten readiness 
definitions assert that school readiness is defined by the mastery of pre-kindergarten 
skills that effectively transition children to kindergarten standards (Graue, 1992; Pierson, 
2018; Smith & Shepard, 1988).  Virginia's readiness definition states that “‘School 
readiness’ describes the capabilities of children ... that will best promote student success 
in kindergarten and beyond.” Alabama’s definition repeats the term “age-appropriate” in 
various indicators.  Arkansas’s definition states, “School ready children have the social 
and academic knowledge, skills and behaviors for school success and lifelong learning.” 
Hawaii’s readiness definition “means that young children are ready to have successful 
learning experiences in school.” Meanwhile, Arizona, Colorado, Kentucky, Louisiana, 





Carolina, and Texas have the verbiage that identifies the child’s emergent skills and 
abilities as indicators of readiness (Pierson, 2018). 
Interactionist Perspective Model.  Samuel Meisels defines readiness as a 
relational, interactional construct that entails more than simply knowledge of skills 
assessed on many kindergarten readiness assessments (Meisels, 1996).  Meisels’ 
interactionist perspective model asserts that the environments in which children are 
reared and the relationships they develop with those in the environments, particularly the 
adults entrusted with their care, are more indicative of academic and social success than 
the battery or skills assessed by most readiness tests and valued by empiricists (Meisels, 
1996).  Furthermore, Meisels (1996) asserts that readiness is a “bi-directional concept” 
that involves information about children and the environments and people with which 
they interact as well as the schools’ capacities to meet children’s needs.  The 
interactionist perspective model differs from other models in that it views readiness as the 
contributions of children to learning and the contributions of teachers to children’s 
learning over time rather than children’s maturation or skill sets at the point of entering 
kindergarten (Meisels, 1996).  This interaction between children (encompassing their 
genetics, environment, culture, lived experiences, etc.) and curriculum defines readiness 
as an evaluation over time rather than the results of a single assessment (Meisels, 1996).  
Therefore, children’s readiness can only be determined by skilled educators as they 
interact with students and students interact with teachers, peers, and instructional 
materials (Meisels, 1996). 
While Meisels (1996) acknowledges that children with “an unnaturally long 





expectations, he does not explain how those attention spans are developed or how 
environmental influences might procure or hinder development.  Moreover, although 
Meisels states that an interactionist perspective model lends itself to metacognition in that 
students self-assess their work as it develops in a work sampling system, he does not 
articulate how metacognition is developed or how students from adverse home 
environments might be better served by educators (Meisels, 1996).  In short, his model 
provides a more thorough, longitudinal approach to assessing school readiness but it 
neglects to explain how prior experiences and relationships shape a child’s ability to 
succeed in school. 
Developmental Neuroscience Model.  While researchers like Meisels relate 
environmental factors to child development loosely, researchers such as Clancy Blair 
define school readiness through neurobiology and neuroendocrinology.  Blair’s 
neuroscience development model focuses largely on the relations between emotional and 
cognitive development as well as neural plasticity and frontal-cortical functioning 
development (Blair, 2002).  That is, Blair and similar researchers define school readiness 
through children’s development of executive functioning, a system that entails working 
memory, attention, and self-regulatory control to plan and execute goal-directed activities 
(Bell, 1998).  Blair (2002) argues that “high levels of motivation and self-regulation are 
clearly associated with academic achievement independent of measured intelligence.” 
Moreover, other researchers associate reading and mathematical learning difficulties with 
insufficient executive functioning development (Morgan et al., 2017).   
Proponents of the neuroscience development model argue that executive 





probable learning difficulties (Morgan et al., 2017).  These researchers explain that 
negative and positive environmental conditions and relationships affect our biology and 
shape the development of one’s cognitive and behavioral abilities (Blair & Raver, 2012).  
Therefore, experiences and relationships in childhood influence the expression of 
children’s genomes and thus alter their physiological and psychological development 
(Blair & Raver, 2015).  As a result, children who experience adverse environments or 
relationships may not develop the same as their more fortunate peers.  The variance 
between executive functioning development of students thus accounts for the 
kindergarten readiness gap and may offer opportunities to understand how to close 
generational gaps by modifying neurocognitive and neuroendocrine functions via early 
childhood education and intervention (Blair et al., 2014). 
Social Constructivist Model.  Built on the theories of Jean Piaget and Lev 
Vygotsky, the social constructivist model argues that the origin of learning is rooted in an 
engagement with the environment and social interaction.  Therefore, rather than narrowly 
and concretely defining school readiness through chronology, precedent, or learned 
knowledge and abilities acquired or developed within the child, social constructivists 
explain that readiness is a construct of the meaning and values held by parents, schools, 
or other people in the school community (Graue, 1999; Schrader, 2015; Smith & 
Shepard, 1988).  Because knowledge cannot be separated from environment and context, 
some social constructivists argue that communities should create measures that 
incorporate their nuanced perspectives that assess the collective status of incoming 
kindergarteners rather than individual children (Graue, 1992; Love, 1995; Love et al., 





focus on the collective status of entering kindergarteners, rely on existing instruments, 
include multiple modes and perspectives in the assessment, be adaptable to local 
contexts, be appropriate for varied cultural and racial/ethnic groups, and balance positive 
and negative indicators of readiness dimensions.  Such community readiness assessments 
would, therefore, better incorporate the social interactions and learning environment of 
discrete communities rather than the acquisition of knowledge and skills of a particular 
child. 
Although the social constructivist model is defined by the anti-nativist belief that 
learning is inherent and social, there are divisions amongst social constructivists in the 
degree by which the environment influences the learner.  Piagetian social constructivists 
argue that learning is the result of assimilation and accommodation.  In this view, learners 
understand more complex abstractions as they actively deepen their engagement with the 
people and objects in the environment (Schrader, 2015).  Sociocultural constructivism, 
based on Vygotsky’s works, on the other hand, states that learning is inherently human 
and cultural.  For sociocultural constructivists, culture primarily determines learning 
rather than simply the innate problem-solving experiences that occur in interactions with 
people and objects.  Therefore, sociocultural constructivism favors the study of learning 
in the specific cultural context of the learner rather than the individual learning process of 
children in their environments (Schrader, 2015; Vygotsky, 1978).   
The Ecological Perspective Model.  The ecological perspective model, built on 
the work of Urie Bronfenbrenner, relates kindergarten readiness to the various spheres 
and levels of influence on children’s readiness.  Educational ecologists believe that the 





rather than children’s skills and abilities as predictors of school success (Pianta et al., 
1999; Pianta et al., 2007).  In essence, effective transition to formal schooling relies on 
positive effects from home microsystems, including home ecologies and relationships, 
school microsystems, consisting of children’s teachers and peers, and surrounding school 
community microsystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1989).  The combined collaborative efforts of 
each of these microsystems to support children’s transition to kindergarten is necessary 
not only for intersystem connectedness but as a means to create networks that support 
children’s engagement in education (Pianta et al., 1999; Pianta et al., 2007).  The 
ecologies of the kindergarten classrooms are different from children’s home ecologies 
and any prior preschool settings.  Kindergarten environments are often more diverse and 
structured than preschool or home settings and thus children are inundated with new 
stimuli, relationships, and expectations (Fomby & Mollborn, 2017; Pianta et al., 1999; 
Pianta et al., 2007).  As such, children can often be overwhelmed by the rituals and 
socialization inherent in kindergarten without combined, collaborative parent-teacher 
partnerships from different social contexts, home and school (O'Connor & McCartney, 
2007; Pianta et al., 1999; Pianta et al., 2007). 
The ecological perspective model also accounts for the effect of school transition 
on the families and the teachers who influence and participate in the change.  The very 
act of children transitioning to school not only creates new relationships between school 
employees and parents as children enter broader social contexts (school microsystems) 
but also changes the relationships between children and their parents (Pianta et al., 1999; 
Pianta et al., 2007).  Whereas children were largely steered by parents or paid preschool 





outside of the direct influence of the parents; therefore, children, having new contexts and 
authority figures guiding their cognitive and social maturation, may grow differently than 
before and thus alter their relationships with their parents and the home microsystem 
(O'Connor & McCartney, 2007; Pianta et al., 1999; Pianta et al., 2007).  This broader 
scope of influence creates a more holistic definition of school readiness in that parents, 
teachers, and children all must maintain quality communication and positive relationships 
to promote successful onboarding and children’s future academic success (O'Connor & 
McCartney, 2007). 
Summary and Implications.  Though much of state and school policies defining 
school readiness use the maturational model to determine if students are ready for 
kindergarten, other models broaden the definition of readiness to include neurobiology, 
multiple social contexts, interactions/relationships, and the effects of culture to 
understand how children transition to school.  This study examines the lived experiences 
of kindergarten teachers.  As such, the ecological perspective model is significant 
because it promotes analysis of the transactive influence inherent in teacher-student and 
teacher-parent relationships.  By bracketing myself from the traditional child-centric view 
of school readiness, I am more receptive to the changes experienced by teachers as they 
work with kindergarten cohorts.  Moreover, the nuanced changes teachers describe 
provide important details of how teacher microsystems are altered by contact with parents 
and students, how those interactions affect teachers within their home and work 
microsystems and the relationships in those ecologies, as well as potentially insightful 






Examining the readiness phenomenon from teachers’ perspectives may illuminate 
details that help us understand teacher-child relationships and their association with 
academic and social outcomes.  Although children’s abilities, resulting from genetic and 
environmental associations, significantly impact student success, teachers’ beliefs and 
understandings of the varied home ecologies with which they interact influence not only 
children’s transition to a new microsystem but also their later achievement and 
engagement in education (O'Connor & McCartney, 2007).  The changing nature of the 
American home has also diversified the experiences of children entering kindergarten and 
thus changed the complexity of the teacher-child relationship.  An increasing number of 
children are spending more time outside of the home under the care of preschool 
teachers, daycare workers, and other non-guardians as more women have entered the 
workforce (NEGP, 1997, 1998).  Furthermore, a 33% increase in the number of students 
living in poverty and an 8% increase of students living in homes where English is not the 
primary language since 1987 has created greater discrepancies in the home microsystem 
of many children and their English-speaking, middle-class teachers’ home ecologies 
(Sparagana, 2007).  Therefore, the perceptions of teachers working with students from 
divergent home experiences are important to gauge potential risk and protective factors 
within the school microsystem that either hinder or support students from diverse 
ecologies (Dotterer et al., 2012; Graue, 2006; Fomby & Mollborn, 2017). 
In addition to the experiences teachers have had with students and parents, 
interviewees may also detail the influence of collegial relationships and their 
relationships with school institutions.  Examining these microsystem relationships may 





develop instructional strategies to meet students’ changing needs.  Though much of the 
focus on school readiness has centered on children’s abilities, the support of colleagues 
and institutions to provide resources, manageable class sizes, and professional 
development affect teachers’ morale, self-efficacies, and their relationships with students 
and their parents (O'Connor & McCartney, 2007).  As a result, insights into teachers’ 
supports and stressors may divulge the effects of those school microsystems’ impacts on 
pedagogy and focus professional development efforts to better support teachers to meet 
students’ needs.  Exploring how teachers use collegial relationships and school resources 
to develop themselves and their students may also elevate the personal and professional 
cost of working with kindergarten students.  Such data may contribute to discussions 
concerning preschool, pre-kindergarten safety nets, funding for social programs 
supporting child development, and professional development that improves teachers’ 
effectiveness with diverse student populations. 
Strand 2: Risk and Protective Factors 
Introduction.  This study began in earnest when I met my first class of 
kindergarten students.  As each child arrived at their pre-arranged appointment to be 
tested for kindergarten readiness, they brought bags of school supplies, their parents, and 
wide-eyed excitement about becoming a kindergartener.  Their boundless optimism was 
charming and contagious.  Each of them expressed big aspirations, albeit without the 
tethers of realistic limitations, to become something great.  A future artist, professional 
athlete, teacher, musician, and yes, a president, all merrily talked with adults who 
reflected their enthusiasm.  Had zeal been a metric on the kindergarten readiness test, all 





our incoming students’ pre-emergent literacy and numeracy skills greatly contrasted with 
the ambitious futures our students proclaimed.  Though each of these students was 
enriched by their lived-experiences and cultural funds of knowledge, the assessments 
used by my school stratified students by predetermined academic measures.  These data 
would determine students’ reading groups, how small group work and pods would be 
arranged, as well as the instructional strategies the teacher used to improve their scores. 
   Of that first kindergarten class I welcomed four years ago, more than half were 
designated not ready for kindergarten.  Many of these children did not know the 
alphabet, could not count past ten, struggled with recognizing basic shapes and colors, 
and lacked the perceived behavioral self-regulation of their peers from home ecologies 
more aligned with school expectations.  Some of these students were in the early stages 
of being identified for special education but most were cognitively capable to learn 
grade-level standards without accommodations.  In the capable hands of our teachers, 
these students and their ready classmates grew over the year.  Only two students were 
retained.  Despite our efforts to close school readiness gaps, the students who came to 
school identified as not ready grew but did not achieve the same achievement percentiles 
of their classmates, many of whom were moving on to first-grade standards by the end of 
the year.  Having watched these students grow now into third-graders, I regret that the 
kindergarten readiness gap has been a mostly accurate predictor of achievement gaps, as 
defined by district and state assessments, in later grades.  Though these students may 
possess funds of knowledge unrecognized by school employees and constructs, success in 
kindergarten, which is predicated by childhood experiences at home or in preschool often 





2007; Fryer & Levitt, 2004).  Though some of our students have closed this gap entirely, 
most are capable of moving to the next grade but few are represented among our gifted 
students and honor roll achievers. 
 Because children come from varied home settings with differing experiences and 
influencers, educators are addressing skills and knowledge gaps from the onset (Dotterer 
et al., 2012; Fomby & Mollborn, 2017; Graue, 2006; Kentucky Department of Education, 
2020; Sparagana, 2007).  Although outstanding teachers and schools may be able to close 
achievement gaps for some students and subpopulations, decades-long achievement gaps 
indicate the difficulty educators have had in overcoming academic deficits, which are 
evidenced in kindergarten readiness data (Ansari & Pianta, 2018; Berry et al., 2016; 
Christian et al., 1998; Coulton et al., 2016; Duncan et al., 2007).  Even at my previous 
elementary school, which routinely posts among the highest Measurement of Academic 
Progress (MAP) assessment conditional growth percentages of any school on any level in 
the district, educators continue to struggle to close achievement gaps for African 
American, special education, and Latino students.  Because many of these minority and 
lower socioeconomic status children are represented in our not ready for kindergarten 
data, which are indicated in state-wide and research statistics, analyses of students’ 
growth and regression are ongoing (Diamond et al., 2000; Duncan et al., 2007; Engel et 
al., 2016; Fryer & Levitt, 2004; Justice et al., 2017; Kentucky Department of Education, 
2020; Lee & Wong, 2004).  Inevitably, these discussions and collaborative plans to 
combat regression and other negative impacts on students’ growth and achievement 
include other ecologies outside of the school; therefore, understanding what research says 





partnerships with parents and community members as the school attempt to influence and 
improve the lives of students beyond campus.  Furthermore, democratizing the method by 
which community members, students’ families, and marginalized cultures inform 
pedagogical practices may ultimately help teachers use students’ family and community 
funds of knowledge to realize students’ learning potential beyond the narrow parameters 
of kindergarten assessment data and yet improve those metrics through informed 
inclusion. 
Research on childhood protective and risk factors covers a wide breadth of 
positive and negative influences on child development and socialization (Ansari & 
Pianta, 2018; Berry et al., 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Cathy & Ann, 2003; Coley et al., 
2015; Coulton et al., 2016; Morrissey et al., 2016).  While studies vary on the population, 
time, and methodology used to explore the phenomenon, many of the studies analyzing 
the inimical effects of household disorder on child development operationalize risk 
factors into distinct categories (Ansari & Pianta, 2018; Arteaga & Heflin, 2014; Bradley 
& Corwyn, 2002; Burger, 2010; Chang et al., 2007; Coulton et al., 2016; Engel et al., 
2016; Gupta & Simonsen, 2010; Holliday et al., 2014; Justice et al., 2017; Mollborn, 
2016; Mondi et al., 2017; Morrissey et al., 2016; Qi & Kaiser, 2003; Vernon-Feagans et 
al., 2012, 2016; Wolf et al., 2017).  Most of the studies examine socioeconomic factors 
such as income, health and wellbeing, preschool placement, and changes in access to 
resources (Ansari & Pianta, 2018; Arteaga & Heflin, 2014; Burger, 2010; Chang et al., 
2007; Coley et al., 2015; Coulton et al., 2016; Engel et al., 2016; Gupta & Simonsen, 
2010; Holliday et al., 2014; Justice et al., 2017; Mondi et al., 2017; Morrissey et al., 





developmental ecologies such as relationship instability, transience, the surrounding 
neighborhood or community, screen time, etc. are also investigated as risk factors 
(Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Brown et al., 2013; Coulton et al., 2016; Hart et al., 2007; 
Mollborn, 2016; Petrill et al., 2007; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2012, 2016).  Still, other 
studies examine the influence of preschool placements as a protective factor to promote 
kindergarten readiness (Ansari & Pianta, 2018; Barnett & Masse, 2007; Berry et al., 
2016; Burger, 2010; Currie et al., 2003; Fuller et al., 2017; Gupta & Simonsen, 2010; 
Holliday et al., 2014; Rhoades et al., 2011; Temple & Reynolds, 2007). 
Socioeconomic Factors.  The adverse effects of poverty have reliably predicted 
gaps between lower-socioeconomic status children and their peers from more affluent 
households in cognitive skills such as math and reading and noncognitive skills such as 
behavior, creativity, and focus (García, 2015).  Although the nature and effects of poverty 
are diverse and complex, researchers have identified specific aspects of poverty that 
adversely affect childhood cognitive, social, and behavioral development.  Of those 
studies analyzing the effects of poverty, particular risk factors were found to be more 
significant than others.  Risk factors such as parent education (Engle et al., 2016; 
Holliday et al., 2014), parental discipline (Qi & Kaiser, 2003), housing disorder (Coley et 
al., 2015), neighborhood poverty (Coulton et al., 2016; Wolf et al., 2017), access to social 
capital (Justice et al., 2017), food insecurity (Arteaga & Heflin, 2014; Morrissey et al., 
2016), household disorganization (Brown et al., 2013; Hart et al., 2007; Vernon-Feagans 
et al., 2016; Razza et al., 2012), welfare (Chang et al., 2007), and maternal nativity and 
teen pregnancy (Mollborn, 2016) were found to be significantly impactful.  Typically, 





income, preschool placement, parental education attainment, student academic 
performances, etc. (Ansari & Pianta, 2018; Arteaga & Heflin, 2014; Burger, 2010; Chang 
et al., 2007; Coulton et al., 2016; Engel et al., 2016; Hart et al., 2007; Holliday et al., 
2014; Justice et al., 2017; Mondi et al., 2017; Morrissey et al., 2016; Qi & Kaiser, 2003; 
Rhoades et al., 2011; Wolf et al., 2017).  Other studies exclusively or partially relied on 
quantified attitudinal metrics derived from parental surveys, observer data, and 
perception data to draw conclusions (Bassok et al., 2015; Coulton et al., 2016; Diamond 
et al., 2010; Gupta & Simonsen, 2010; Holliday et al., 2014; Loeb et al., 2012; Puccioni, 
2015; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2016).  
Though all of the studies examining potentially negative influences on child 
development argued that household disorder, poverty, and other risk factors impacted 
emergent skills, the magnitude by which these risk factors affected or accounted for 
learning gaps varied.  Not surprisingly, researchers identified poverty and the symptoms 
of poverty as the primary impediments for social development and learning (Brown et al., 
2013; Chang et al., 2007; Coley et al., 2015; Coulton et al., 2016; Engel et al., 2016; 
Holliday et al., 2014; Justice et al., 2017; Mollborn, 2016; Morrissey et al., 2016; Qi & 
Kaiser, 2003; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2016; Wolf et al., 2017).  Though poverty is 
generally defined as low-income, the effects of poverty on residential choices, parenting, 
household density and crowding, nutrition, etc. vary by geographic location, caregiver 
education and temperament, and a myriad of other variables that enhance or mitigate the 
harmful effects of poverty (Berry et al., 2016; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2013).  As a result, 





symptoms of poverty on various aspects of child development and kindergarten 
readiness. 
Many studies measure the effects of poverty on cognitive measures such as 
mathematics and reading scores, non-cognitive development manifested as behavior, and 
the associations between academic hardship, child development, and behavior (Berry et 
al., 2016; Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Burger, 2010; Coley et al., 2015; Coulton et al., 
2016; Doumen et al., 2008; Duncan & Magnuson, 2005; Hart et al., 2007; Holliday et al., 
2014; McIntosh et al., 2012; Qi & Kaiser, 2003).  Children who live in poverty are more 
likely to have behavior problems.  Research conducted by Qi and Kaiser (2003) estimated 
that almost 30% of low-socioeconomic children were reported to have behavior problems 
in school.  These children were also found to have less developed social skills and 
academic deficits that may have contributed to their misbehavior (Qi & Kaiser, 2003).  
Furthermore, research indicates that the association between academic discrepancies, 
phonological awareness and rapid letter-naming skills, and behavior problems in 
kindergarten predict continued behavior issues in subsequent grades (McIntosh et al., 
2012).   
Other studies have explored the effects of poverty on cognitive measures for 
specific racial and ethnic groups (Condron, 2009; Crosno et al., 2016; Dotterer et al., 
2012; Duncan & Magnuson, 2005; Fryer & Levitt, 2004; Lee & Wong, 2004).  Poverty 
may be a significant contributor to academic achievement gaps between racial and ethnic 
groups in that lower-socioeconomic status may affect minority children more because of 
the effects of poverty on parenting, particularly an association between negative/intrusive 





(2005) found that about one-half of a standard deviation of the initial readiness gap of 
African American and Hispanic students can be contributed to poverty; therefore, 
reducing the effect of family income may also reduce the achievement gap for not only 
children of poverty but minority students as well.  Condron’s study of the effect of school 
on white/black achievement gaps (2009) also identifies wealth as a potential protective 
factor despite class or race whereas poverty is a risk factor that increases the already 
widening racial achievement gap. 
Despite the overwhelmingly negative effects of poverty on child development and 
kindergarten readiness, protective factors were identified in research that may mitigate 
these influences.  Dilworth-Bart (2012) asserts that executive functioning development 
through improved child-parent relationships could act as a mediator between the effects 
of socioeconomic status/home environment and academic readiness, particularly math 
competence.  Furthermore, Dotterer et al. (2012) argue that improving parent sensitivity, 
warmth, and general parent-child relationship despite income levels may mitigate some 
of the effects of poverty on academic and social skills development.  Research on gifted 
students living in poverty suggests that children exposed to reading strategies by parents 
during childhood were more likely to become early readers, a trait less common in lower-
socioeconomic children (Bailey, 2006). 
Environmental and Relationship Factors.  Research of risk factors that affect 
cognitive and behavioral development provided new insights into how deleterious 
influences stall or harm children’s growth during their formative years.  This exploration 
of how environmental factors and parental behaviors affect early-childhood development 





experiences facilitating learning for students, many of whom are identified as not ready 
for kindergarten. Almost all of the schools in the geographic setting of this study serve 
significant populations of students living in poverty.  Because 23.2% of children live in 
moderate-high-poverty neighborhoods with poverty rates between 20% and 39%, it is 
reasonable to explore the ecological effects of poverty on child development and 
kindergarten readiness to better understand kindergarten teachers’ experiences working 
with lower-socioeconomic students.  (Wolf et al., 2017).  Though children may not be 
obviously different upon entering kindergarten, their divergent pre-kindergarten 
experiences affect how they transition and the degree by which they assimilate to school 
rigor and structures.  For example, children in poverty on average experience over seven 
transition events—such as parental employment, residential transitions, childcare 
arrangements, etc.—before entering kindergarten (Fomby & Millborn, 2017).  Fomby 
and Millborn (2017) suggest that these environmental changes create ecological 
instability that negatively impacts early learning outcomes. 
Much of the research conducted on kindergarten readiness examines pernicious 
and chaotic domestic conditions (Burger, 2010; Cadima et al., 2010; Coley et al., 2015; 
Coulton et al., 2016; De Smedt et al., 2018; Engel et al., 2016; Hart et al., 2007; Holliday 
et al., 2014; Justice et al., 2017; Millborn, 2017; Mollborn, 2016; Vernon-Feagans et al., 
2012; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2016; Wolf et al., 2017).  Other studies analyze the effects 
of household disorder and other risk factors on children’s mental and physical health or 
the symptoms of those issues in preschool environments (Berry et al., 2016; Cathy & 
Ann, 2003; Coley et al., 2015; Morrissey et al., 2016; Walker et al., 2011).  For several 





readiness and later academic success.  Household and neighborhood disorder may harm 
children’s executive functioning, the set of processes required to adapt to situational 
demands while controlling and focusing thought, as they progress from infancy to 
toddlerhood (Blair et al., 2012; Conway & Stifter, 2012).  Maintained maternal attention 
is associated with higher levels of executive functioning, specifically the focused 
attention needed to manage multiple executive processes (Conway & Stifter, 2012).   
 Much of the research of negative ecological impacts on behavior are similar to 
findings of research exploring the overall impacts of poverty.  Generally, negative 
behavior in preschool children predicts behavior issues in kindergarten (Combs-Ronto et 
al., 2009; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2016).  Moreover, these negative behaviors are 
associated with maternal negative parenting (Combs-Ronto et al., 2009), single-mother 
households (Son & Peterson, 2017), socio-emotional development (Turney & 
McLanahan, 2015), and rearing under the charge of depressed parents (Hur et al., 2015).  
Findings by Turney and McLanahan (2015) indicate that persistent problem behaviors are 
harmful to children’s cognitive development before kindergarten.  Mollborn (2016) 
argues that developmental ecologies have a strong influence on children’s behavioral and 
self-regulatory development and that households where the indicators of disorder are 
common diminish children’s behavioral, cognitive, and academic development. 
General cognition and academic achievement too are affected by chaotic 
environmental influences.  Hart et al. (2007) found correlations between socioeconomics, 
household disorder, and children’s cognitive abilities on the Stanford-Binet Intelligence 
Test.  Research by Arnold et al. (2012) suggests that emergent academic and social 





concerning kindergarten readiness.  Child preemergent literacy skills development is 
adversely affected by conditions associated with household disorder including child 
maltreatment and residential instability (Hart et al., 2007).  Furthermore, longitudinal 
studies by Silinskas et al. (2012) examine the influence of parents’ reading-related 
activities and children’s reading performance.  Households where reading-related 
activities were less-frequent, a common risk factor of poverty, produced children with 
less-capable word-reading skills (Silinskas et al., 2012).  Garrett-Peters et al. (2016) 
controlled for the covariates of children’s early cognitive abilities, maternal education, 
marital status, race, and parenting to further prove that household disorder has a 
significant influence on children’s academic achievement. 
Protective factors that mitigate some of the negative effects of household disorder 
and negative relationships are explored in several studies (Faires et al., 2000).  Training 
parents to more effectively read to their children increase participating children’s reading 
levels by first grade (Faires et al., 2000).  Improved parental attention to emotional 
distress is also important.  Brooker and Leuty (2008) found that distressed children, 
especially girls, seek comfort through proximity to their mothers.  Emphasizing the 
importance of caregiver proximity, for children living in poverty, in particular, may 
improve emotional regulation and executive functioning for children living in stressful 
home microsystems.  Relationship instability, generally characterized as the movement of 
family members in and out of the home, has less of an effect on child development than 
other aspects of household disorganization like crowding, food scarcity, and over-
arousing stimuli; having a constant primary caregiver throughout childhood may serve as 





members (Berry et al., 2016).  In addition to maintained attention, parents’ (particularly 
mothers’) child-directed language was found to have prevalent effects on cognitive and 
behavioral development for children (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002).  Other studies focused 
on peer influence (Henry & Rickman, 2007), the influence of parental literacy and 
mathematics involvement (Andrews et al., 2006; Degol et al., 2017; Xue & Meisels, 
2004), and parent involvement in school (Ritblatt et al., 2002) suggest mediating factors 
that may improve low-socioeconomic children’s preparedness for kindergarten despite 
the common risk factors associated with low-income child development.   
Maternal and Paternal Education Factors.  Of the many risk factors identified 
in the research, parental education, specifically maternal education, provides both an 
analytic perspective for this study as well as a potential contrast that may yield 
unforeseen findings.  Studies have shown that low-income parents tend to have fewer 
years of schooling and therefore lower expectations for their children’s academic success 
(Davis-Kean, 2005; Hart et al., 2007).  By contrast, all of the kindergarten teachers 
interviewed for this study are college graduates.  As such, research suggests that these 
teachers should have highly developed language skills and high academic expectations 
for their students (Davis-Kean, 2005; Hart et al., 2007).  Many of the children they serve, 
however, are being raised by parents who are less educated and as such may have lower 
language skills and academic expectations (Magnuson et al., 2009).  This contrast of 
perspectives on academic progress and linguistic development may result in discordant 
outlooks between low-income parents and kindergarten teachers on students’ academic 
potential (Kohl et al., 2000).  Low-income parents’ decreased expectations for their 





because of a lack of pre-kindergarten development but may also hinder partnerships 
between school and home built on the consensus of academic progress and potential.  
Understanding how parental education influences child development and thus potentially 
influences support for teachers’ efforts in accelerating incoming low-income students’ 
progress toward grade-level proficiency may illuminate a contributing cause for 
persistent achievement gaps (Fryer & Levitt, 2004; Gaddis & Lauen, 2014).   
Although Keage et al. (2016) found associations between paternal education and 
children’s later educational attainment, most studies exploring the influence of parental 
education on childhood development examine maternal education and self-efficacy 
(Bojczyk et al., 2017; Christian et al., 1998; Crosnoe et al., 2016; Magnuson et al., 2009).  
Maternal education and self-efficacy have been associated with parent-child literacy 
experiences, the home literacy environment, and children’s preemergent literacy skills 
development (Bojczyk et al., 2017; Christian et al., 1998; Magnuson et al., 2009).  
Cognitive underdevelopment for children reared in poverty has been linked to caregivers’ 
lower language quality (Vernon-Feagans et al., 2013); conversely, parents with higher 
levels of education improve their children’s cognitive and academic development through 
learning activities (Davis-Kean, 2005; Taylor et al., 2004).  Tracey and Young (2002) 
found that mothers with high levels of education typically use explicit literacy-promoting 
behaviors that engage children’s vocabulary development.  Higher-educated mothers are 
also more prone to employ instructional strategies similar to those used in classrooms 
(Tracey & Young, 2002).  Although higher-educated mothers are more likely to use 
literacy-promoting behaviors, research by Christian et al. (1998) suggests that less-





preemergent literacy skills more than higher-educated mothers who do not.  Therefore, 
while higher parental education attainment, particularly the education level of mothers, is 
generally a protective factor, training and encouraging parents, regardless of education 
and income, may improve literacy development for children.  (Holliday et al., 2014; 
Justice et al., 2017; Tracey & Young, 2002; Walker et al., 2011). 
Preschool and Early Education Factors.  The effects of preschool (Ansari & 
Pianta, 2018; Fuller et al., 2017; Magnuson et al., 2004; Temple & Reynolds, 2007), 
childcare (Berry et al., 2016; Burger, 2010; Datta Gupta & Simonsen, 2010), Head Start 
(Chang et al., 2007; Currie et al., 2003), and other programs (Bakken et al., 2017; Barnett 
& Masse, 2007; Upshur et al., 2017) were scrutinized in other studies.  These studies 
expound on the benefits of particular programs for preparing students for kindergarten, 
but their research generally focused on programs of interest without comparisons with 
similar programs, metrics, or populations featured in other studies.  As a result, it was 
difficult to discern the quality of the programs and protective factors concerning other 
programs and factors, though the literature provided a foundation of pre-kindergarten 
ecologies and structures that potentially promote cognitive, social, and behavioral 
growth.   
Much of the research reviewed for this study extolled the academic benefits of 
preschool, daycare, or Head Start.  Temple and Reynolds (2007) found that preschool, 
especially high-quality preschool programs, had a profound impact on the readiness of 
children from disadvantaged families.  Results from research by Fuller et al. (2017) 
suggest that not only do children benefit from exposure to preschool ecologies but 





others also indicate that preschools that spent more time on academic content had a larger 
impact on children’s emergent literacy skills and understanding of numeracy (Fuller et 
al., 2017; Magnuson et al., 2009).  Findings by Berry et al. (2016) suggest that childcare, 
particularly for children in poverty, may act as a buffer to the damaging effects of 
household and neighborhood disorder because children are provided opportunities to 
develop social skills in structured environments.  Bakken et al. (2017) indicate that the 
benefits of early childhood education may not be limited to improved readiness for 
kindergarten.  Their analysis of five years of data suggests that pre-kindergarten 
programs that improve children’s academic, social, and emotional development have 
lasting effects throughout the study—fifth-grade for the study’s first cohort (Bakken et 
al., 2017).  Likewise, Ou and Reynolds (2006) found that children who participated in the 
Chicago-Child-Parent Center Preschool Program were more likely to continue their 
education than their peers who did not attend preschool.  Such findings bolster research 
studying the effects of stable home ecologies on children’s foundational development in 
that other stable microsystems such as preschool may allow children to develop the 
neural architecture necessary to excel in later life (Blair, 2002; Blair et al., 2007; Coley et 
al., 2015; Morgan et al., 2017). 
In addition to the cognitive benefits of attending preschool, researchers have also 
examined how early education has improved social outcomes.  Given that executive 
functioning—the skills that encompass focus, patience, and delayed gratification—is 
developed in early childhood, children who have access to learning environments devoid 
of the disorder experienced in low-income housing or at-risk neighborhoods are better 





children who are served by preschools better develop attention-related and 
socioemotional behaviors than their peers receiving home care or attending childcare 
centers (Duncan et al., 2007).  Furthermore, children’s development of non-cognitive 
skills due to preschool work and parents’ associations with schools will likely diminish 
long-term social issues involving disrupted the learning environment because of 
behavior, retention, school attrition, and even crime (Temple & Reynolds, 2007).  
Participation in a preschool, Head start, or daycare setting offers children opportunities to 
engage with peers in group play; such experiences help develop self-regulatory behaviors 
and social skills (Bender et al., 2011).  Logue (2007) argues that exposure to pre-
kindergarten learning standards and social learning may offset difficult behaviors that 
result in academic delay and retention.  Moreover, intervention programs such as Second 
Step Early Learning-SSEL taught in the pre-kindergarten environments may improve 
children’s social-emotional and executive functioning skills to ensure a more successful 
transition to kindergarten (Upshur et al., 2017). 
Research finds that increasing access to early education for disadvantaged 
students may mitigate educational problems and inequities.  Several studies argue that a 
positive, engaging home learning environment is a predictor of subsequent academic 
achievement (Burger, 2010; Fuller et al., 2017; Magnuson et al., 2004).  For children 
growing up in low-income households and at-risk neighborhoods, such environments are 
less likely.  According to Magnuson et al. (2004), these children “have fewer books at 
home, spend less time reading with their parents, and have less stimulating verbal 
interactions with them than middle-class households.” By comparison, quality preschools 





qualified educators, academic resources, and peers.  These interactions provide not only 
cognitive stimulation but also opportunities for children to hone behavior skills.  Though 
research on the benefits of improved socioemotional behavior to academic achievement 
is inconclusive, students who learn to control their impulses are less likely to negatively 
affect other students, miss instruction due to misbehavior, and require intervention 
(Burger, 2010; Duncan et al., 2007).   
The cognitive and social benefits to African American and Hispanic children are 
greater than for other groups, though these benefits require additional hours per week 
(30-40 hours) compared to their middle-class and high-income peers (15-30 hours) 
(Fuller et al., 2017; Magnuson et al., 2004).  These children not only stand to benefit 
cognitively and socially but also better transition to formal schooling from preschool 
because they have greater familiarity with the structures and procedures of school 
(Burger, 2010).  Hispanic children also benefit more than other groups perhaps because 
early education centers provide an environment for them to access English-speaking 
teachers and peers for collaborative learning.  Parents of disadvantaged children, 
however, often lack the means to afford quality preschool; therefore, policymakers and 
educators should consider ways to provide these children with quality educational 
opportunities before the onset of formal schooling (Temple & Reynolds, 2007). 
While the previously addressed studies found positive correlations between 
preschool and children’s cognitive development, others could not substantiate a 
connection (Barnett & Masse, 2007; Haeck et al., 2015).  Daycare and preschool produce 
positive externalities such as lowering crime rates and increasing maternal labor force 





are less compelling (Barnett & Masse, 2007; Haeck et al., 2015).  Henry and Rickman 
(2007) suggest that access to positive relationships with peers may be a positive influence 
on children’s cognitive development and pre-emergent literacy skills.  Though their 
findings were inconclusive, positive associations between peer influence and 
development outcomes suggest the complexity of stimuli that exists in the preschool 
microsystem and as such peers should be a viable variable when analyzing the effects of 
preschool and childcare on students’ readiness (Henry & Rickman, 2007).  Simply 
attending a program in early childhood does not ensure a quality ecology designed to 
promote child development.  A recent study showed that Head Start center quality was 
significantly lower in high-poverty neighborhoods (McCoy et al., 2015).  This finding is 
particularly interesting considering that high-poverty neighborhoods are associated with 
higher levels of household disorder and thus these children of poverty are more in need of 
quality preschool microsystems (Bender et al., 2011; Cassidy et al., 2003; Currie & 
Neidell, 2003).  Moreover, the benefit of preschool may not benefit children equally.  
Loeb et al. (2007) found that middle-class children cognitively benefitted more than 
lower-socioeconomic children; therefore, investments in universal preschool to close 
achievement gaps may not produce the desired results.   
Summary and Implications.  In addition to exploring literature that investigates 
the risk factors that affect children before kindergarten to better understand the challenges 
teachers inherit, I examined protective factors that offset risk outcomes or improve 
children’s preparation for school.  While several of the studies offered protective factors 
antithetical to the risk factors presented in the same studies or others, some focused on 





education (Holliday et al., 2014; Justice et al., 2017; Walker et al., 2011), family income 
and maternal education (Justice et al., 2017), parent engagement (Holliday et al., 2014), 
reading at home (Silinskas et al., 2012), peer influence (Henry & Rickman, 2007), and 
out-of-school play (Dealey & Stone, 2018) are central to some research findings.   
Studies examining risk and protective factors not only prepared me for teacher 
testimonies about the lives of their students before entering school but also informed the 
significance of my research topic.  While a myriad of researchers has explored the issues 
that stagnate growth for children, few studies address how these risk and protective 
factors carry over into kindergarten.  Fewer still elicit the voices of kindergarten teachers, 
those whom the public entrusts to assess student readiness and the means by which to 
close early-education achievement gaps.  Research relying on kindergarten teacher 
perception data is limited.  Although the educational zeitgeist capturing the public’s 
attention remains proficiency and global competitiveness, kindergarten teachers’ 
experiences are largely absent from academic discourse and study on the subject.  Those 
studies that elevate kindergarten teachers' experiences primarily delve into loosely-
connected topics.  Research examining kindergarten teacher perceptions explore retention 
(Okpala, 2007), the impact of in-service training on classroom practice (Gianina-Ana, 
2013), early school competencies (Abry et al., 2015) and occupational stress (Lambert et 
al., 2019).   
Strand 3: Teacher Perception 
Kindergarten Teacher Perception Research.  Few studies analyze kindergarten 
teacher perceptions of school readiness (Abry et al., 2015; Hustedt et al., 2018; Lin et al., 





Lin et al. (2003) examined data from 3,305 kindergarten teachers in the 1998–1999 
school year.  Their findings asserted that readiness expectations were influenced by a 
teacher’s age, gender, and the geographic region where he or she was teaching.  
Furthermore, this study found that younger teachers valued academic skills more than 
older teachers and that geographic location influenced teachers’ attitudes about academic 
rigor.  Although this study offers strong evidence of disparate attitudes about the nature 
of school readiness amongst kindergarten teachers, its reliance on data from the Early 
Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten (ECLS-K), though offering a large sample 
size of survey data, limited its depth and complexity.  In juxtaposition, qualitative studies, 
particularly phenomenological research, atomize interviews to offer thick descriptions 
that provide a more nuanced understanding of the phenomenon (Geertz, 1973).  
Nonetheless, one of the study’s key findings that informs my research is that participating 
kindergarten teachers valued social indoctrination more than developing academic skills.  
As I explore the phenomenon of teachers’ perceptions of achievement gaps, which 
largely entail academic indicators and aptitudes, attitudes that express a value of social 
skills development in isolation of academic standards may prove valuable in 
understanding teachers’ experiences with the phenomenon of kindergarten readiness. 
Research by Hustedt et al. (2018), completed fifteen years after the work of Lin et 
al. (2003), was conducted after a rapid change in policies and culture that have occurred 
since the turn of the century: emphasizing college and career readiness, government-
mandated achievement gap closure, and increasing rigor to compete globally.  The 
researchers examined teachers’ beliefs about kindergarten readiness using statewide 





findings of Lin et al. (2003), Hustedt et al. (2018) found that non-academic skills were 
still valued more by kindergarten teachers than academic markers, despite increased 
pressure and expectations of academic rigor and achievement expediency promoted by 
policymakers and the general public.  Also, like previous research conducted by Lin et al. 
(2003), findings were the result of quantitative data analysis, particularly chi-squared 
tests of homogeneity, to determine perception changes over time; therefore, as with the 
previous study, the nuances and complexities elicited from interviews and co-researcher 
dialogue are missing from the analyses of Hustedt et al. (2018).  
Abry et al. (2015) also found that preschool teachers and kindergarten teacher 
prioritized interpersonal and self-regulatory skills more than academic skills for incoming 
students because kindergarten teachers believe it is their responsibility to impart 
academic skills and “therefore do not deem such skills as essential for children upon 
entering kindergarten” (p. 85).  Interestingly, research conducted by Abry et al. (2015) 
also concluded that surveyed preschool teachers rated academic skills as more important 
than the kindergarten teacher participating in the study despite kindergarten teachers’ 
belief that they were responsible for imparting academic-related knowledge.  This belief 
misalignment was found to be negatively associated with kindergarten adjustment and 
could have implications with teachers’ academic expectations as well as “ongoing efforts 
to close the achievement gap between lower- and higher-SES children” (p.  86).   
Espinosa et al. (1997) analyzed rural kindergarten teachers’ perceptions about 
kindergarten readiness and found that teachers believed that students were less prepared 
than they were five years earlier.  Moreover, Espinosa et al. (1997) found that teachers 





more and spending less quality time with their children.  According to teachers’ 
perceptions, this decrease in parental oversight and care has resulted in decreased 
socialization and academic readiness for children, especially those not enrolled in Head 
Start or preschool.  Furthermore, teachers associated a lack of parent involvement and 
increased dysfunction with the young age of some parents, drug use, and a lack of 
parenting skills. 
Summary and Implications.  Though research on kindergarten teachers’ 
perceptions of their students is limited to analyses of surveys, research findings that 
teachers across generations value developing students’ non-academic skills more than 
academic skills could be important to this study (Abry et al., 2015; Hustedt et al., 2018; 
Lin et al., 2003).  This study examines teachers’ perceptions of their students including 
those identified as not ready for kindergarten.  In an era of increased rigor for 
kindergarten and languishing improvements in readiness, teachers who favor non-
academic skills may be influenced by the cognitive dissonance resulting from their 
responsibility to teach grade-level standards and their belief that instruction should focus 
more on socialization (Bakken et al., 2017; Kentucky Department of Education; 2020).  
This conflict may be exacerbated by the lack of some students to cognitively grasp 
concepts as quickly as their peers because of the risk factors associated with household 
disorder, relationship instability, and other negative effects on the home microsystem. 
 Research by Espinosa et al. (1997) while also indicating that teachers’ preferences 
for non-academic skills development have been evident for over twenty years and in 
varied geographic locations, indicates that kindergarten teachers may blame parents for 





students’ development or may be transferred to the students themselves.  Furthermore, 
teachers who indicate that parents less responsive to their children without first-hand 
accounts of the relationships between parents and their children may be expressing a bias 
based on their own experiences or a bias against unfamiliar others including those of 
differing socioeconomic statuses, ethnicities, and experiences. 
Summary and Implications of the Literature Review 
The purpose of this phenomenological study is to explore the lived experiences of 
kindergarten teachers and their perceptions of their students, many of whom are 
identified as not ready for kindergarten.  Kindergarten teachers, by their very profession, 
are educated adults entrusted with the social and cognitive development of their students.  
Ergo, many of the students whom teachers teach come from home microsystems distant 
and foreign to teachers’ personal histories and experiences.  Because of these 
discrepancies, understanding how teachers’ perceptions are shaped by the synthesis of 
memories and current experiences is necessary to explore teachers’ perceptions of and 
expectations for their students.  Moreover, examining how home ecologies shape both 
teachers’ development and values, as well as the cognitive and social development of 
their students, may provide insights into achieving academic outcomes contingent on the 
effective convergence of teachers’ expectations for their students, based on their 
understanding of their own experiences, and students’ transition from the home 
microsystem to a broader context.   
 Researchers, institutions, and governments ambiguously conceptualize 
kindergarten readiness.  This literature review examines general definitions and standards 





various models for understanding the disparate views of school readiness.  Although the 
state in which this study is conducted has its own working definition, teachers come from 
outside of the state and their personal views may align more with one model than 
another; therefore, this literature review is intended to provide a survey of varying models 
of kindergarten readiness to not only broaden and enrich interpretations of teachers’ 
experiences but also illustrate the abstruse nature of assessing children’s readiness for 
school.  
Understanding the harmful impact of household disorder, relationship instability, 
and other risk factors on children’s development is necessary to contextually 
conceptualize descriptions teachers may offer of their experiences with children 
identified as not ready for kindergarten as well as their efforts to mitigate these effects.  
Additionally, comprehending how home and school ecologies mold and transform 
children’s social and cognitive development may inform analyses of how teachers 
describe their students and their home lives as well as how teachers themselves are 
affected by the interaction between their professional duty and empathy.  By examining 
how blended microsystems simultaneously affect the participants, a more holistic 
understanding of the changing nature of kindergarten readiness and the effects of that 







This chapter describes my methodology to investigate: 
● How have teachers’ experiences as kindergarten students formed their 
expectations for 
and perceptions of their students?  
● How do kindergarten teachers perceive their students, especially those labeled not 
ready for kindergarten? 
● How has teaching kindergarten, particularly those students labeled not ready for 
Kindergarten, affected teachers’ professional and personal lives?  
● How has teaching students who are identified as not ready for kindergarten 
affected 
teachers’ instructional practices? 
I based the foundation of my research design on Husserl’s seminal 
phenomenological principles of understanding the essence of a phenomenon through 
reduction, epoché, and bracketing to mitigate the influence of my preconceptions and 




philosophical rigor for my study as it necessitated natural situations instead of the 
contrived contexts of laboratories or simulations.  I constructed a logical data collection 
and analysis sequence intended to improve the rigor and validity of my study by utilizing 
the coding scheme of grounded theory to provide a reiterative, horizontal, and 
holographic analysis process that evolves in breadth and specificity as new participant 
perspectives and data are incorporated and synthesized (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Giorgi, 
1985).  
This study was comprised of five phases: (a) phenomenological reduction, (b) 
semi-structured interviews, (c) coding and analysis of data, (d) creating textural 
descriptions, (e) and synthesizing textural descriptions to understand and articulate the 
essence of the phenomenon.  In addition to describing my study’s design in this chapter, I 
explain how participants were selected and how I improved trustworthiness and accuracy 
through analyzing myself as the research instrument as well as my ethical considerations 
concerning the study and my participants.  The results of these processes are reported in 
chapters four and five. 
Research Questions 
I began exploring the phenomenon of kindergarten teachers’ perception of their 
students in light of kindergarten readiness with a series of inquiry intended to initiate the 
discovery process.  These questions included explorations of kindergarten teachers’ lived 
experiences working with kindergarten students including those labeled not ready for 
kindergarten, the effects of working with kindergarteners on their professional and 
personal lives, and their memories of being kindergarten students themselves.  Questions 





phenomenon of readying students for subsequent schooling include: How do teachers 
describe their experiences as kindergarten students?  How do kindergarten teachers 
perceive their students, especially those labeled not ready for kindergarten?  How has 
teaching kindergarten, particularly those students labeled not ready for kindergarten 
affected teachers’ professional and personal lives?  How has teaching students who are 
identified as not ready for school affected teachers’ instructional practices?   
Theoretical Framework 
Phenomenology 
Built on the philosophy of German mathematician Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), 
phenomenology focuses on collecting the perspectives and views of a number of 
participants about a specific phenomenon (Creswell et al., 2007; Husserl, 1964).  The 
pursuit of phenomenology is to “grasp the very nature of a thing” through the lived 
experiences of people affected by the thing, the phenomenon (Van Manen, 1990, p. 177).  
For example, this study was designed to elicit the nature of teachers’ perceptions of their 
students and how teaching students who are identified as not ready for school has 
affected teachers’ instructional practices from interviews focused on their lived 
experiences.  Therefore, it is the purpose of this study to form a composite of 
participating kindergarten teachers’ experiences to contribute to the research base that not 
only reports the phenomenon of teacher perceptions but also informs other research on 
pre-kindergarten achievement gaps and how to close them. 
To effectively collect the data required to form an understanding of the nature of a 
phenomenon, researchers must first analyze themselves as the research instrument 





analyze his or her experiences with the phenomenon and potential biases that may 
influence how the researcher interprets data (Tufford & Newman, 2012).  Tufford and 
 Newman (2012) defined bracketing as the “method used by some researchers to 
mitigate the potentially deleterious effects of unacknowledged preconceptions related to 
the research and thereby the rigor of the project” (p. 81).  This method is especially 
necessary for researchers who are close to the research topic (Tufford & Newman, 2012).  
This study examines teachers’ perceptions of their students, especially those labeled not 
ready for kindergarten, and how working with these children affects teachers’ personal 
and professional lives.  Because I am a former teacher and an evaluator who worked with 
both teachers and kindergarten students, my experiences necessitate that I not only 
introspectively inventory my historical, cultural, and academic experiences and views but 
also include that self-analysis in the study to explicitly divulge significant influences on 
the research instrument.  Bracketing, also known as phenomenological reduction, thus 
diminishes the possible effect of unacknowledged preconceptions by making biases overt 
and sharing those revelations for the scrutiny of an analytic audience (Tufford & 
Newman, 2012).  Bracketing can also serve as an analysis of the researcher’s experiences 
as an initial exploration of the phenomenon that promotes co-researching with the study’s 
participants (Crotty, 1996).  Furthermore, bracketing improves the research process when 
used as an iterative process by which the researcher’s evolving understanding of the 
phenomenon is archived in memos as the researcher gathers more data and recursively 
analyzes the data in the broadening context provided by more participants’ experiences 





From the experiences of participants, researchers find common themes from 
specific statements to construct a model of the phenomenon.  Generally, a small number 
of 5-25 participants is recommended to establish a viable understanding of the 
phenomenon (Polkinghorne, 1989).  Researchers then atomize interview data into 
codes—words, phrased, and units of meaning—for open coding, the first of a three-part 
coding process (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  Similar to data analysis processes in grounded 
theory qualitative research, open codes are assigned a theme or overarching idea (Kolb, 
2012).  Axial coding is then conducted that further groups and refines the associative 
themes through deductive and inductive thinking to refine the researcher’s evolving 
understanding of the phenomenon (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  Selective coding follows 
that further refines and provides a deeper understanding of the examined phenomenon 
(Kolb, 2012).  Kolb (2012) identifies this coding process as theoretical sampling as 
coding and iterative analysis develop concepts and relationships into categorical findings 
until the point of data saturation (p. 85). 
Ecological Systems Theory 
Vygotsky, best known for the concept of proximal development, is the founder of 
the sociocultural theory of cognitive development, which asserts that children develop 
through social interaction with people, particularly those with more developed linguistic 
and scaffolding skills (Vygotsky, 1962, 1981, 1987).  Vygotsky believed that children 
developed higher cognitive and psychological abilities through cultural-historical and 
socialization with other individuals (Vygotsky, 1978).  Because language has the most 





home ecology and those who inhabit it have a profound influence on how children 
develop cognition and self-regulation (Vygotsky, 1981).   
Bronfenbrenner’s theory of ecological development aligns with Vygotsky’s 
sociocultural theory of cognitive development in that the home ecology, called the home 
microsystem by Bronfenbrenner, is the most prodigious influence on early child 
development because of the child’s proximity and frequency of interactions with the 
people who inhabit the home (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1989).  According to the theory of 
ecological development, the fundamental building block of the home microsystem is the 
dyad, a phenomenon that happens when two people “pay attention to or participate in one 
another’s activities” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 56).  In the home microsystem, children 
establish reciprocal dyads with other children and caregivers.  Dyads with caregivers are 
the foundation for the acquisition of social skills and a more complex understanding of 
the concept of interdependence.  Like Vygotsky, Bronfenbrenner identified the primary 
dyad between children and their caregivers as the most important relational influence on 
child development.   
According to Bronfenbrenner (1979), the school serves not only as the second 
most significant microsystem in children’s lives but also as an opportunity to investigate 
the impact of the home microsystem and perhaps improve the prospects of children.  This 
safety net, however, is more likely to occur if the teacher develops an emotional 
attachment with the child (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  Moreover, a classroom’s 
developmental potential is improved if the physical and social environment engages 
children in progressively more complex interactions and activities that activate cognition 





The ecological systems theory informed this study in that it provided a framework 
for how home ecologies, particularly the relationships children have with their guardians 
and caregivers, affects child development.  These foundational environments either 
promote or hinder normative growth towards kindergarten readiness and the acquisition 
of cultural funds of knowledge and in-kind potentially influence teachers’ perceptions of 
their students’ home microsystem and academic potential.  Additionally, teachers’ 
perceptions of their students may impact the relationships and emotional attachments 
they have with their students as well as the interactions and activities they facilitate.  In 
essence, if teachers perceive students as being less capable, they may not provide 
activities and interactions with peers and adults that promote proximal development 
(Hoxby, 2000; Slavin, 1987; Wilkinson, 1988).  Exploring these phenomena may provide 
insights that improve school transitions for children identified as not ready for 
kindergarten and could illuminate a potential contributing factor to enduring achievement 
gaps. 
Methodology 
The experiences of kindergarten teachers are largely absent from research 
literature analyzing kindergarten readiness (Coley et al., 2015; File & Gullo, 2002; 
Holliday et al., 2014; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2016).  I chose a phenomenological design 
to acquire a deeper understanding of the meaning of Central Kentucky kindergarten 
teachers’ lived experiences and their perceptions of meeting the needs of their students.  
This research study uses a Husserlian phenomenological approach that explores the 
lifeworlds of kindergarten teachers as a means to define the common homeworld 





Husserlian, transcendental, phenomenological design because it requires that I 
introspectively identify and set aside my experiences and schemas with kindergarten 
education that could potentially influence my interpretation of teachers’ testimonies 
(Husserl, 1983; Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 1990).  Moustakas (1994) defined 
transcendental, phenomenology as “a scientific study of the appearance of things, of 
phenomena just as we see them and as they appear to us in consciousness” (p. 49).  That 
is, transcendental phenomenology promotes analysis that examines the wholeness of 
lived experience in a search of the essence of the phenomena.  To bracket conceptual 
frameworks forged over decades of attending school and working in education, I found 
the transcendental approach necessary to increase my self-awareness to approach 
teachers’ descriptions with the wonder of inexperience.  
The research I reviewed in preparation for my study informed my understanding 
of the phenomenon and the inquiry I used to explore teachers’ experiences, but the 
findings of other researchers, as well as my own experiences, could have potentially 
affected my interpretation of interview data without explicitly bracketing those ideas 
before analysis (Tufford & Newman, 2012).  Therefore, though my survey of literature 
informed my understanding of previous research on the phenomenon and related factors, 
phenomenological bracketing was necessary “to mitigate the potentially deleterious 
effects of unacknowledged preconceptions related to the research and thereby increase 
the rigor of the project” (Tufford & Newman, 2012, p. 81).  In practice, bracketing 
involves writing memos concerning my presuppositions during the data collection and 
analysis processes.  These notes allowed me to examine my engagement with the data 





suppositions (e.g., culture, profession, contexts) (Tufford & Newman, 2012).  Moreover, 
because I revisited data and my notes throughout the reiterative analytic process, this 
multilayered reflection allowed me to “access various levels of consciousness” as 
contexts changed and new data were added to the totality of data collected and analyzed 
to understand the essence of the phenomenon (Tufford & Newman, 2012, p. 84). 
Though a phenomenological methodology limited the number of participants 
included in my study compared to quantitative studies exploring the same phenomenon, 
this framework was necessary to explore the complexity of the phenomenon identified in 
my research questions (Polkinghorne, 1989).  How teachers’ experiences as kindergarten 
students may have formed their expectations for their students cannot be adequately 
examined through Likert survey data and other quantitative measures; the depths of how 
teaching kindergarteners affects teachers’ professional and personal lives can only be 
effectively explored through dialogue resulting from open-ended questions; and how 
entering students from varied home microsystems affect teachers’ instructional practices 
are more easily described than identified quantitatively.  
Participants 
I interviewed ten kindergarten teachers from three Central Kentucky elementary 
schools to participate in the study.  My inclusion criteria included full-time employment 
as a kindergarten teacher and availability for in-person interviews.  Participating teachers 
varied in age, geographic origin, and professional years of service.  Moreover, the 
schools they serve represented communities of varying degrees of ethnic, socioeconomic, 





responded to my request, I believe I offer a varied sample that represents the diversity of 
the district’s teaching professionals and communities the schools serve. 
I contacted prospective participants via professional e-mail accounts.  My initial 
inquiry included a brief explanation of the purpose of the study, how the study may 
benefit the profession and professionals, the semi-structured questions I used as a 
foundation for the interview, informed consent form, and my contact information.  I also 
explained how participants will have access to transcripts, available on a shared drive for 
feedback to ensure accuracy.  I asked that those interested in participating in the study to 
reply with convenient times, days, and modes (i.e., a phone call or an online platform).  I 
also provided my cell phone number if any of those interested in participating prefer 
texting or calling with the requested information.   
Data Collection Methods 
Interview platforms were private to ensure confidentiality.  Face-to-face 
interviews were not permissible per Kentucky government COVID-19 guidelines; 
therefore, all interviews were conducted with Microsoft Teams or phone calls.  I audio-
recorded interviews on my laptop and cellular phone to ensure the data was recorded 
because of technology issues.  After the recordings were reviewed for fidelity, I used 
Rev.com, a transcription service, to transcribe the interviews.  In some cases, the 
transcriber incorrectly transcribed words or phrases; therefore, I edited each of the 
transcriptions to match the recording verbatim.  To further increase accuracy, participants 
were provided with the audio recordings and transcriptions of their interviews and invited 





I began each session with a brief social conversation that segued to the interview 
to create a casual and trusting environment (Moustakas, 1994).  I followed this 
introduction by conducting interviews with semi-structured and open inquiry to create 
conditions conducive for dialogue (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Wallen & Tormey, 2019).  
Though all interviews featured previously written, semi-structured questions, responsive 
questions varied based on the teachers’ responses.  I shared the semi-structured questions 
with participants before the interview to encourage participation by allaying fears and to 
elicit feedback.  Moreover, I interviewed participants in one session consisting of three 
parts: past perceptions and experiences as kindergarten students themselves and with 
kindergarten students, including those identified as not ready for kindergarten, present 
experiences and perceptions of the phenomenon of kindergarten readiness, and the effect 
of the phenomenon on their professional and personal lives.  
Data Analysis 
Phenomenological research studies do not follow a prescribed analysis method 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Instead, Giorgi (1985) suggests that phenomenological 
research should ensure that (a) the researcher identifies the phenomenon, (b) the data 
come from participants’ descriptive accounts, (c) themes and patterns are identified from 
the data, (d) and findings are shared with participants.  As a means to provide my study 
with a rigorous data analysis process, I used the analytic coding process most commonly 
associated with grounded theory, though this process is not uncommon for 
phenomenological studies (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  This coding process includes three 
coding progressions that occur throughout the data analysis process: open coding, axial 





involves my first survey of the data and categorizing the data into themes.  During axial 
coding, I collaborated with another reader to further refine, combine, and narrow themes 
through a deductive and inductive analysis of the data.  Next, I analyzed the data further 
during selective coding to better understand the common themes and the essence of the 
phenomenon (Kolb, 2012).  
While I was completing the open coding, axial coding, and selective coding 
processes for each new set of interview data, I reanalyzed and recoded previous data for 
previous interview data as new data are incorporated (Miles et al., 2014; Saldaña, 2016).  
This reiterative and holographic analysis process allowed for new ideas to influence 
previously identified meaning units to represent my broadening understanding of the 
phenomenon as new perspectives were added (Moustakas, 1994).  Once selective coding 
yielded core categories, I created textural descriptions for each participant and then 
synthesized those descriptions to convey the essence of experience with the phenomenon 
(Moustakas, 1994). 
In summary, my data analysis process consisted of: 
1. First, describes my experiences with the phenomenon (epoché) and 
bracket my subjectivity to increase my awareness of my preconceptions 
and predispositions of the phenomenon (Husserl, 1931).   
2. Next, I began the iterative, progressive, and holographic data analysis 
process.  That is, I collected data through semi-structured interviews and 
reexamined the totality of data as new data were collected and as I moved 





3. I then examined data from interview transcriptions as equal-value 
statements during horizontalizing.  I then analyzed for significant 
statements (narrow units/horizons).  
4. Next, I categorized these 
statements into meaning 
units during open coding 
(phenomenological 
reduction) to discover 
common perceptions and 
themes (Moustakas, 
1994).  
5. Following the creation of 
meaning units, I 
reviewed open codes and 
heuristically identified 
patterns during axial 
coding to improve 
validity by categorizing 
codes into “core themes of 
experience” of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994, p. 121). 
6. I then collaborated with another reader to further analyze axial codes 
during the selective coding stage to establish core categories and 





theoretical models of the observed phenomena (Miles et al., 2014; 
Saldaña, 2016).  
7. I followed selective coding by creating textural descriptions, explanations 
of participants’ perceptions of the phenomenon, with the verbatim 
interview data and identified core themes (Moustakas, 1994). 
8. Last, I synthesized participants’ textural descriptions into a composite 
account of the meaning and essence of experience with the phenomenon 
and categorized this account into themes (Moustakas, 1994). 
Epoché and Positionality 
The phenomenological design of this study includes an analysis of myself as the 
research instrument and interviews of ten kindergarten teachers from three Central 
Kentucky elementary schools.  To suspend judgment (Husserlian phenomenological 
reduction/bracketing) to focus exclusively on the phenomenon, I unpacked the symbolic 
meanings of my own personal and professional experiences interacting with kindergarten 
teachers and students.  This self-analysis largely served as an inventory of my perceptions 
and biases that potentially influenced inquiry and interpretations of interview data 
(Husserl, 1983).  
My experiences with kindergarten students have been largely positive though my 
interactions with some students and parents have piqued my curiosity about the role of 
home regardless of designation, race, class, and history—with whom I have interacted 
have delightfully worked and grown during their first year of school.  My own 
experiences as a kindergarten student are likewise positive.  While I understand that 





increase in difficulty transitioning from homes to school for some students causes me to 
consider how children are raised and how schools can better meet their needs.  Moreover, 
my interactions with enabling parents as a teacher and administrator may offer some 
explanation for this difficulty.  Though I have interacted with a multitude of kindergarten 
parents and students, I admit that the circumstances for many of my interactions with 
parents and students may not represent the general public because my work concerns 
discipline issues; therefore, my perception may be skewed by the frequency and volatility 
of these encounters.  Although research about the effects of disciplinary duties on 
administrators’ perceptions of students is limited, studies suggest that student behavior 
could be a significant cause of ongoing achievement gaps (Griggs et al., 2016; McIntosh 
et al., 2012) and the increase in teacher retention issues (Evers et al., 2004; Ingersoll, 
2001).  Instructional leadership and staff management are integral parts of my 
professional responsibilities; therefore, student misbehavior compounds instructional 
leadership problems by limiting time devoted to pedagogical and curricular works and 
potentially lessening the effectiveness of teachers’ efforts. 
My experience with kindergarten teachers has formed my opinion that they are 
overwhelmingly caring and dedicated.  Because of the amount of monitoring and work 
necessary to grow kindergarten students, I view kindergarten teachers as an essential part 
of the socialization and academic maturation of students in public education.  
Furthermore, I respect and sympathize with kindergarten teachers for their sacrifices: 
redundancies, constant vigilance, liability, and occasionally, potty training.  
At the time of my writing this epoché, I am a father of three small children.  My 





case studies of child development for me to examine.  Through their growth, I have 
developed a broader and personal understanding of the influence of parenting (dyads) and 
the home microsystem.  My children have benefitted by being raised by two educators 
who look after their developmental needs.  In this microsystem, I have seen my children 
improve their creativity, cognitive reasoning, and empathy and understanding.  My 
relationship with my children has increased my own empathy for the responsibilities of 
parents as well as potential obstacles and hardship that complicate or potentially 
compromise preparing children for life after childhood.  Moreover, I am more 
appreciative of the numerous manners in which parents instill funds of knowledge in their 
children that differ my own experiences.  Having spent time with parents and their 
children from different backgrounds and communities through my children’s activities 
and pre-schooling, I have witnessed effective parenting practices and considerations that 
help their children grow. 
Ethical Considerations 
Because of my position as an administrator in a school in the district represented 
in my study, I overtly communicated the intent of the study, the confidentiality and 
anonymity of my data collection design, as well as my non-evaluative role as a 
researcher.  Before collecting data from interviews, I met briefly with each of the teachers 
to explain the purpose of the research and answer any questions they have about the study 
and their roles as participants.  For all ten teachers, my initial contact by email specified 
that I intended to explore kindergarten teachers’ lived experiences.  Moreover, I shared 
the interview questions and offered participants opportunities to modify the questions if 





Before the interviews, I reiterated my study’s purpose and non-evaluative nature.  
I also offered participants transcripts of the interviews to be used as evidence for their 
professional growth plans or for their interests or records as reciprocity for their time and 
willingness to share their experiences.  To build rapport with the study’s participants, I 
offered to conduct interviews at times and through modes convenient to those being 
interviewed.   
Though I carefully considering how to build trust and rapport with my 
participants and how my research study ethically presents their voices and experiences, I 
used the structured ethical reflection (SER) tool (Appendix B) to further explore ethical 
considerations throughout the research process and through various values important to 
the study (Stevens et al., 2016).  The SER tool provided a grid by which I considered 
essential, ethical values at each stage of the research process: developing partnerships, 
planning, recruiting participants, collecting and analyzing data, working with 
participants, and publishing.  Because I utilized a phenomenological methodology to 
explore teachers’ lived experiences, open-mindedness was a required value to bracket my 
personal biases and experiences.  Moreover, building relationships with research 
participants required the development of reciprocal respect, trust, and empathy to elicit 
candor and a willingness to provide feedback.  Last, integrity and validity were necessary 
qualities to ensure that teachers’ experiences were not only analyzed and reported 
authentically to their intent but effectively synthesized and communicated to a wide 
audience of professionals and researchers.  
The SER tool and process validated many of my prior ethical considerations while 





While I valued research participants’ time and experiences before, during, and after the 
interview process, I had not reflected on how these teachers might co-construct 
interviews through dialogue and provide feedback during the research process.  
Transparently offering findings as they emerge and mature to participants not only 
improved validity but also improved rapport with and advocacy for those who provided 
the foundation of my research.  Additionally, opening myself to divergent perspectives in 
the latter stages of the research process further reinforced bracketing my own biases, 
which became more influential as I transitioned from interviewing to the mostly solitary 
work of synthesizing data to discover themes. 
Summary of Chapter Three 
The purpose of this chapter is to explain the research methodology, data 
collection, and analysis processes intended to investigate the phenomenon of 
kindergarten teachers’ lived experiences working with kindergarten students, including 
those labeled not ready for kindergarten, the effects of working with kindergarteners on 
their professional and personal lives, and their memories of being kindergarten students 
themselves.  In this chapter, I explained the inquiry that directed this study, how I 
selected prospective participants, and the processes I used to prepare them for interviews.  
Furthermore, I explained the eight-step process I employed to rigorously structure an 
iterative, progressive, and holographic data analysis process.  Last, I explained my 
positionality concerning the studied phenomenon as well as ethical considerations 
intended to improve myself as the primary research instrument, remain opened-minded 





participants.  The following chapter provides the research study results and demonstrates 









The purpose of this phenomenological study was to report how kindergarten teachers 
at three Central Kentucky elementary schools describe their attitudes about their own 
kindergarten teaching experiences, vocation, and students in an era of kindergarten 
readiness.  The following chapter details the findings of this phenomenological study to 
answer my study’s research questions: 
• How have teachers’ experiences as kindergarten students formed their 
expectations for and perceptions of their students?  
• How do kindergarten teachers perceive their students, especially those labeled 
not ready for kindergarten? 
• How has teaching kindergarten, particularly those students labeled not ready for 
kindergarten affected teachers’ professional and personal lives?  
• How has teaching students who are identified as not ready for kindergarten 
affected teachers’ instructional practices?  
This chapter is organized into two distinct sections: textural descriptions for each of the 
ten participants and the synthesis of these descriptions into the essence of the 
phenomenon, kindergarten teacher attitudes about their experiences, articulated through 




I used Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory as the conceptual framework 
for coding my study’s semi-structured interviews into narrow units, meaning units, and 
lastly, theoretical models and themes; therefore, ecological systems theory served not 
only as a means to understand students’ experiences as detailed by their teachers but 
teachers’ experiences in the school microsystem.  Through this framework, the themes of 
Vocation (teachers’ professional journey and their dedication to their profession), The 
New First Grade (teachers’ descriptions of how kindergarten has changed), Wobbly Colts 
(teachers’ description of their students), and The Costs and Rewards (the effect of 
teaching kindergarten on teachers’ professional and personal lived) emerged. 




 Years of Professional Service Work Site 
Ethnicity Gender Age Elementary Kindergarten 
Barbara White Female 39 18 3 Pinewood 
Linda White Female 43 18 3 Pinewood 
Dorothy White Female 54 26 14 Sunnyside 
Mary White Female 32 6 6 Sunnyside 
Patricia White Female 50 6 6 Sunnyside 
Elizabeth White Female 25 3 3 Ferndale 
Jennifer White Female 24 1 1 Ferndale 
Margaret White Female 47 9 4 Ferndale 
Maria White Female 26 5 2 Ferndale 
Susan White Female 42 6 6 Ferndale 
Note.  Participant names and work sites are pseudonyms. 





 In March 2020, schools across the nation transitioned from in-person traditional 
instruction to various forms of distant, non-traditional instruction (NTI) because of an 
outbreak of COVID-19.  The district in which the participants of this study work, closed 
on March 16.  Teachers who had never used a learning management system (LMS) were 
forced to design lessons and learning activities in Google Classroom in a few short weeks 
to continue their students’ learning for the foreseeable future.  That future continued 
throughout the school year and into the 2020-2021 school year.  Interviews for this study 
were conducted from July through September of 2020 in a time of pandemic uncertainty 
and civil unrest resulting from the death of George Floyd and other African Americans 
from the actions of law enforcement.  Breonna Taylor, who was from Louisville, 
Kentucky, was among the fatalities.     
 Because participant interview questions asked teachers to reflect on their personal 
and professional experiences generally, no questions were asked specifically about 
teachers’ NTI experiences.  Nevertheless, the semi-structured nature of the study 
encouraged dialogue and did not differentiate between traditional and non-traditional 
instruction and experiences.  Although teachers’ descriptions of their experiences and 
their students drew from the depth of their personal and professional histories, references 
to online learning, NTI, and the difficulties of engaging students through technology 
arose.  These were minor themes that did not warrant inclusion in this study, but 







When describing her love and dedication to kindergarten teaching, Margaret 
proclaimed “I’m never leaving.  Y’all have to fire me.” Her love of kindergarten, kindled 
by her “amazing” kindergarten teacher, though starting at the onset of education has 
endured into middle-aged adulthood.  Her teacher’s “fun” and “inviting” approach, which 
made learning blossom through “trust” and “love,” left such an impression on Margaret 
that more than forty years later, she invited her former teacher and mentor to her class to 
witness what grew from those seeds sown long ago.  Though Margaret admits that 
today’s kindergarten is “extremely different” from her formative kindergarten experience, 
she remains dedicated to a classroom culture that engenders a love of learning through 
rapport and fun. 
Although her love of kindergarten connects her childhood experience to her 
current vocation, Margaret’s path to kindergarten teaching winds and detours.  Margaret 
and her husband moved frequently for his job—moving four times in five years at one 
point.  As a result of compromising her professional stability for her husband’s work, 
Margaret has worked in multiple states and irregular stretches.  Margaret, starting as an 
assistant, has been employed at her current school the longest at thirteen years.  The last 
four years of teaching kindergarten, however, have been her most enjoyable. 
They are just so sweet and loving and excited … I can be having the worst day 
and even my assistant that I teach with, she said, this morning, we came in this 
morning, I was like super stressed out and she was like, you know what, but in 
about five minutes, you're going to get on that computer and you're just going to 





They can make a bad day, it just goes away.  They just, they're so … eager to 
learn. 
 Despite the joy Margaret gleans from teaching kindergarten, she acknowledges 
the challenges, specifically the changing nature of the kindergarten curriculum and 
students’ experiences.  
But if you think back over many years, [kindergarten] has changed a lot.  We 
expect way more of these kiddos.  The expectations are higher.  The things that 
we're asking of them, like the standards that we're introducing and expecting of 
them, are much more than what kindergarten used to be … I would say it’s kind 
of just shifted more from learning through play to more of the rigid, the 
expectations are just higher and they're expected to do more. 
Like other teachers interviewed for this study, Margaret attempts to balance increased 
academic expectations of the school readiness era with the traditional carefree 
environment generally associated with kindergarten.  Despite the durable association of 
kindergarten and fun, Margaret described the changes in students’ households and 
experiences as potential obstacles to not only academic achievement but the general 
enjoyment of early education.  
Sometimes [academic expectation] puts stresses on these kiddos that they can't 
handle because they are coming from these homes that they're not okay … the 
expectations are so much higher than they used to be … Like, I think, not for all 
kids, but home lives are just very different.  Parenting is very different.  Many 
kids and I'm kind of comparing back to many years ago, kind of my kindergarten 





their screen time way more … It's just a lot, kids are more, they require more, 
what's the word I'm looking for?  Immediate gratification. 
While Margaret acknowledges risk factors such as relationship instability and 
screen overexposure, she said that teaching kindergarten and working with children has 
changed her.  She explained that teaching kindergarten students, especially those from 
challenging circumstances, has increased her empathy and understanding.  Margaret 
described this evolved awareness as, “[seeing] the bigger picture, the reality of some of 
these kiddos and their home lives … the scale is huge of what you see these kiddos come 
from.” Moreover, she explained that the effect of divergent access to resources and social 
mobility for students’ families on learning has affected her understanding of equity. 
So, one kiddo has such advantage and this other kiddo is just at such a 
disadvantage just where he's starting and how far he has to come … I think that 
that reality is probably the biggest thing that it's done, changed in me or that I've 
seen.”  
Linda 
Linda had the rare experience of attending kindergarten twice.  Because of her 
summer birthday, she was not old enough to enter first grade when her mother transferred 
her to a public school.  Notwithstanding her different school setting, her experiences were 
similar.  Both the private and public schools were primarily focused on socialization, 
roleplaying, and fun.  Students attended school until noon and took naps.  Furthermore, 





I wasn't really interested in learning to read and that sort of thing.  I didn't really 
gain that until well into upper elementary school ages, I guess.  I liked the play 
and that sort of thing, but the having to sit down and learning to write and to read, 
and things like that I wasn't the biggest fan of … when I went to school and did 
kindergarten, it was a lot more about exploring and play.  We had the kitchens 
and we had the, I guess, costumes you could put on.  I remember things like that, 
nurses, kind of doctors, things that you could play with.  It was a lot of play and a 
lot of exploring.  I guess just trying to be in an organized social setting and not at 
home and not at a daycare.  But we were still trying to learn, but I just want to say 
it was more fun. 
After eighteen years of teaching and three years teaching kindergarten, Linda says that 
current students’ kindergarten experience is markedly different.  Naps have been replaced 
by movement breaks; roleplaying has been replaced by reading groups; play kitchens 
have been replaced by learning stations.  Instructional targets like “learning how to cut, 
how to color, things like that, and play and socialize” have been diminished in favor of 
“getting them ready for the next grade [by] knowing all their letters, all their letter sounds 
… [wanting] them reading, putting words together.” This curricular shift from upper-
primary into kindergarten extends to preschool.  Despite Linda benefitting from educator 
parents, her students are academically more advanced than she was at the same age.  
Linda explained, “some kids do come reading to us now, and a lot come knowing a lot 
more information than maybe what I knew going in, or some other kids my age.” Linda 





I want to say that when I first started teaching, it seemed like there were more 
kids that came into kindergarten that had been either in a preschool setting or a 
daycare setting that actually really taught the kids their numbers, their letters, 
letter sounds.  So, they came in knowing more than they do now.  Now it's almost 
like, "Okay, these parents said these kids went to daycare, but they don't know 
anything.  They don't know letters, they don't know numbers, they don't know the 
ABC song." And I'm thinking their parents spent money to send them to a daycare 
or preschool and I feel like they're not ready for kindergarten at all. 
 Although students come to school at varying degrees of school readiness, Linda 
laments that she has little time to socially acclimate her students.  Instead, she feels “the 
pressure of making sure I’m getting the content that I need to teach out there to them.” 
She explained that the acceleration to instill literacy and numeracy earlier “puts a lot of 
pressure on them” and her.  Instead of allowing “kids to develop on their own in a way,” 
the current kindergarten zeitgeist pushes teachers and students to work harder and play 
less.  As Linda put it, “We want our kids to end kindergarten knowing all their letters, all 
their letter sounds … reading, putting words together.”  Whereas students a generation 
ago played, took naps, and mastered fewer standards, Linda wonders if the current 
curriculum is too taxing on her students’ stamina.  After a few weeks of onboarding, 
Linda’s students are expected to fully adjust to the rules and expectations of the school.  
We expect them to remember that they need to walk completely quiet in the 
hallway, walk on a straight line.  You can't get up and just wander the room 
whenever you want.  You can't get up and just go to the bathroom whenever you 





but not like when we had nap time.  And when I went to school, we had like two 
or three recesses and things like that. 
Linda said exploration and socialization are the costs of shifting the standards of primary 
down to kindergarten.  She mentioned fewer recesses, less time to socially experiment 
with peers, and fewer opportunities for imaginative play as the unfortunate sacrifices for 
increasing academic expectations.   
 Even with the changing nature of kindergarten education and students, Linda does 
not regret her principal’s decision to move her from fourth grade to kindergarten two 
years ago.  Whereas the pressure of school accountability is ever-present in intermediate 
teaching, kindergarten still offers adequate time necessary to ignite an excitement for 
learning for children new to the school.  This excitement is contagious.  As Linda said, “it 
kind of energized me … it's more exciting in a way because the kids are excited.” This 
excitement and rewards of seeing children grow are what motivate Linda to continue 
working with kindergarteners, even in the era of kindergarten readiness.  “I've always just 
really enjoyed being around kids and watching them grow and teach them,” Linda 
explained. 
Maria 
“I am not a super outgoing person, but with kids, I am,” said Maria as she 
considered how teaching kindergarten for the past two years of her five years working in 
elementary has changed her.  She spoke softly and paused for a moment after each 
question before answering.  Her answers were short but precise; her responses were 
similar to her peers in this study despite the brevity.  The child of a teacher, Maria 





life’s compass to teaching, her students’ reactions have held that needle steady.  “I've just 
always wanted to [teach] and just really love kids … I love when they get excited about 
learning.”  
According to Maria, children are still excited about kindergarten despite the 
changes to kindergarten education for the current generation.  “Thinking of when I went 
to kindergarten, in the past, it's just so much more rigor now,” explained Maria.  “I feel 
like how we teach kindergarten now, it's like back in the day how first grade was taught.” 
Although kindergarten academic expectations have increased, Maria said that many of 
her students are up for the challenge.  A former first-grade teacher, Maria said, “about 
half my class really, they act like first graders …They catch on really quick … I was 
impressed, surprised by that.” These students, according to Maria, demonstrate more 
developed motor skills, emergent literacy and numeracy skills, and general academic 
knowledge than she anticipated.  She doesn’t attribute this outcome to any particular 
cause, but she notes that all students, regardless of readiness, are excited to attend 
kindergarten and learn.  “They're really proud of themselves for accomplishing 
something on their own … they get just really excited about new concepts.” 
Elizabeth 
 Elizabeth has always been drawn to children.  She babysat and helped in a nursery 
before college, and as she put it, “I always just felt kind of drawn towards kids, and just 
helping them succeed, and grow.” After considering a career as a nurse, Elizabeth 
realized that teaching was her calling.  An admitted “kid at heart,” Elizabeth loves to 
“just be silly with them, and they think it’s the funniest thing ever … I love what I do.” In 





her students’ eagerness to learn and please her motivates her to continue teaching 
kindergarten instead of intermediate grades where students “get those attitudes.”  
 Although Elizabeth highlighted the enjoyment she and her students have in 
school, she acknowledged the challenges as well.  She talked about some of her students 
experiencing divorce, living in single-parent households, being placed in foster care, and 
living with parents who do not take an interest in their lives and education.  Elizabeth 
said experiencing these circumstances vicariously through her students not only made her 
appreciate her parents and upbringing but also motivated her to provide a supportive 
culture for students in her classroom.  Elizabeth explained that this conscious care 
provides students with a hidden curriculum.   
You see so much growth throughout the year.  Especially, with just socially, and 
dealing with their emotions … just seeing them being able to deal with their 
emotions.  Like last year I had a kid who would get super angry, and wouldn't 
know how to calm himself down.  And, then later on in this year he was able to 
tell other kids how they can calm their selves down. 
 In addition to her pride in the social-emotional growth she nurtures, Elizabeth 
acknowledges that she likewise appreciates her students’ academic growth.  Elizabeth 
said, “I feel like we're asked a lot to make sure we're teaching … standard[s].” Though 
academic expectations have increased since her kindergarten experience, she said that her 
students were up to the task.  She conveyed that she is motivated by experiencing 
students “grow from not knowing anything to being able to read a book at the end of the 





still pines for some of the simplicity and openness of her kindergarten experience.  “I 
wish there was a little bit more playtime,” she explained.  
Barbara 
Kindergarten may have changed since Barbara attended it, but the location has 
not.  Barbara works in the very school she attended over thirty years ago.  At the time she 
attended kindergarten, the program was half-day and primarily focused on play.  Barbara 
described her teacher as “caring and nurturing” and the curriculum as “more about 
socialization and making friends and how do we talk to each other.” Though she admits 
that time has faded her memories, she does not recall learning sight words, letter sounds, 
or much of the current curriculum she teaches today.  She remembers the feeling more 
than the content. 
 Barbara’s feelings of vocation have endured from childhood through adulthood 
and eighteen years of teaching.  Her desire to be a teacher started early.  Even as a young 
child, she asked her mother for school supplies and grade books to teach her stuffed 
animals in class.  Many years later, when she finally became a teacher, the curriculum 
remained similar to what she experienced as a student.  Though Barbara admitted that 
kindergarten has changed since she started teaching, she continues her kindergarten 
teacher’s gentle legacy.  Like her kindergarten teacher, Barbara considers herself “a 
natural nurturing person” and “a little mother hen.” Though academic expectations have 
changed, Barbara’s dedication to the social-emotional well-being of her students has 
changed little.  
I want to high five my kids, I want to hug my kids, I want to see them face to face 





that relationship.  So that is still my number one priority, always.  But then of 
course, things, the standards are different and expectations are different now than 
when I was in kindergarten.  So, we have to work hard too.  But I feel like I do a 
good job at making learning for the kids fun and just in a fun, relaxed atmosphere 
so they don't feel so just like they're sit and get or I'm just lecturing them or 
anything like that. 
When describing her professional experiences, Barbara admits that she did not 
always want to teach kindergarten.  Her principal recognized the “kindergarten spunk” in 
her and moved her from upper primary to kindergarten.  Barbara initially cried and 
begged her principal not to move her.  She later realized the importance of kindergarten 
and embraced the challenge.  
I have learned that it is definitely my passion and I just, I love the responsibility 
of creating a love for learning in these young kids.  It's most of their first 
experience at school.  I mean, it kind of sets the tone for the rest of their life how 
they feel about school and learning, and I love that responsibility and I feel like I 
do a good job of a positive attitude towards learning with the kids and just 
watching that light bulb go off and them getting it and they learn so quick and just 
absorb everything. It's the most rewarding job ever.  
After teaching kindergarten for a year, she approached her principal and begged her not 
to be taken out of kindergarten.  Barbara’s desire to continue teaching kindergarten 
comes from newfound respect for the long-lasting effects good kindergarten pedagogy 





“babysitting,” what students learn is the “foundation of everything.” A good kindergarten 
teacher, Barbara explained, can provide “just what each kid needs to move them in the 
right direction.” 
 In addition to changing her mindset on the value of kindergarten education, 
teaching kindergarten has improved Barbara’s patience and empathy.  She now resists the 
impulse to assume struggling students simply do not want to learn or that their parents are 
not willing to help.  Instead of making dismissive assumptions, Barbara communicates 
with parents more about their child’s learning, leverages her relationships with students 
to diagnose academic obstacles to improve engagement, and attempts to understand the 
unique contexts of students’ experiences to connect with them.  
Mary 
 Like other participants in the study, Mary has a natural affinity for children.  As 
she told it, “I could walk into a room full of adults now and I would gravitate towards the 
five children that are in that room because I just, I enjoy spending time with them and 
getting to know them.” The child of middle-school teacher mom, Mary was reared in the 
profession, first vicariously through her mother’s experiences and later as an aid in her 
mother’s after-school program.  During college, she worked as an aid in preschool and 
elementary classrooms.  Here, she found her calling.  Mary explained, “I loved seeing 
kids get that a-ha moment.”  
 Despite Mary’s forays into early education, she found having the responsibility of 
teaching kindergarten in a public school markedly different from her own experience as a 





focused on socialization and play, her kindergarten teaching curriculum sidelined 
traditional kindergarten to introduce academic standards previously taught in first grade. 
I thought it was going to be a lot like my kindergarten experience, with a lot of 
socialization, and hands-on, and just social skills.  And I mean, that is part of it, 
but it's something you squeeze in with other things because you don't have time to 
play.  By the end of kindergarten, they're reading on a level D, they're writing 
multiple sentences … it's changed dramatically.  And I think the child portion of it 
has been taken out, it's more to the books.  I think what … I did in first grade is 
what we're doing now in kindergarten. 
To meet the social needs of her students, Mary uses the parts of her day that have not 
been dedicated to reading groups, math learning centers, and cross-curricular lessons.  
Like many elementary schools in the district, Mary’s school allows students to go to their 
classrooms with their breakfast before school officially begins for recreational activities, 
one-on-one help, or to socialize with friends outside of the noisy cafeteria.  Mary uses 
this time to revive parts of the traditional kindergarten curriculum that were sacrificed for 
academics.  
We hit the ground running.  I mean, last year we were able to implement 45 
minutes at the beginning of the day, from where they come in to where we 
actually start school, with different toys that they could work within groups.  And 
that seemed to really help with socialization and getting them to get along because 
that's such a big skill.  Most of these kids either come from in-home daycares or 
they've been home with grannies and aunts and uncles, so they don't have the 





Mary finds this time not only beneficial for socialization but also for developing non-
academic abilities such as fine motor skills through drawing.  Mary explained, “with the 
fine motor, if they were playing on the ground with Legos, even for 15 minutes a 
day…just to get those fine motors because they don't have time for that.” Furthermore, 
this time also allows her to talk with students about their home lives and non-academic 
experiences to build rapport and trust that may otherwise be lost during reading and math 
rotations. 
 In addition to describing the joy she has interacting with students both 
academically and socially, Mary addressed the nuanced difficulties of her job.  She 
questions whether kindergarten-age children are academically or socially ready for the 
level of literacy and numeracy evident in kindergarten standards.  As she explained, 
“Some of them aren't mature enough yet to start some of this deep dive into learning.” 
Mary also sees differences between her male and female students, “I find that with boys 
more than girls, they just have a more rambunctious side to them, so getting them to stay 
in a seat.” She also explained that the managerial aspects of kindergarten teaching 
including “cutting everything out for them so they can put it all back together” and 
completing paperwork are necessary but not as rewarding as working directly with 
students.  As Mary explained, “people don't understand how much of teaching has 
become just paperwork, on paperwork, on paperwork … so I'll take any time available to 
just be more personal with them.” 
Susan 
 For Susan, education is the family business, “My mom was a teacher.  I married a 





six years, she did not realize this birthright initially, however, as she entered the 
profession later in life.  Despite the late start, she said that she has always felt like a 
teacher even while working jobs outside of education.  While teaching elementary was 
her mission, teaching kindergarten happened by chance because of her son’s preschool 
enrollment at a school where kindergarten was also taught.  Susan became familiar with 
the school and the principal as an SBDM parent and eventually applied for a kindergarten 
position.  As she puts it, “I fell into it.” Though teaching kindergarten was not a calling at 
first, Susan now speaks of teaching spiritually.  Susan said that teaching kindergarten 
“feeds my soul” and “gives me meaning.”  
 Susan may have used lofty language to describe kindergarten holistically, but her 
description of teaching kindergarten and the students she serves is grounded in 
experience.  The curriculum she teaches starkly contrasts with her experience as a 
kindergarten student. 
One, it's full day.  Two, the content.  I mean, we hit the ground running now.  I 
mean, we start off and these kids are reading and writing by the time they're 
leaving kindergarten.  And I mean, I don't remember looking at a book and 
understanding the words until the middle of first grade easy … there's a different 
focus in kindergarten now.  I've heard people say that it's the new first grade and 
that's my experience too. 
For Susan, this intersection of increased academic expectations and transitioning from 
home to school creates complexities that make teaching kindergarten challenging.  
According to Susan, these challenges necessitate that kindergarten practices go beyond 





Honestly, I think we have a few more behavior issues in kindergarten.  We come 
in and we expect a lot from these students.  I think everybody thinks it's a fun, 
happy place, but we do have to manage a lot of different behaviors.  We diagnose 
a lot of things in kindergarten that might not see at home because we're in a 
different environment.  So, I think it's not always the sunshine and roses that 
people are like, "Oh, kindergarten, you learn your letters and your colors." And 
so, it can be a bit challenging. 
 Though these challenges have not changed Susan’s general feelings about 
teaching kindergarten, working with students in the current environment has affected her.  
She considers herself “a more empathetic person” as a result of interacting with students 
and their families.  This increased empathy has also broadened her perception of the 
people and cultures her school serves.  
I've worked with a lot of people, a lot of parents especially who work hard for 
their kids and they do the best they can, and I think I am able to see a wider scope 
of what home looks like for people.  So, I tend to feel that I'm a bit more 
empathetic to people's situations, especially when I see them try hard.  The family 
unit is different for me. 
Susan also reiterates this idea of parental support and home-school partnerships when 
describing how teaching has changed her view of supporting her children. 
[Teaching] puts definitely an emphasis on being supportive of education for your 
kids and how successful kids can be when they've got that extra support at home.  
When they know that there is an emphasis on education, there's definitely more 





what their school day is going to look like.  I have a better relationship with their 
teachers because of it. 
Susan said that she can tell when students lack support from home.  These students “miss 
more” and “get distracted, they don’t bring their folders, they’re missing things.” She 
described unsupported students as “missing something” when other students are having a 
“fun day.” “There’s just a sadness there and behaviors pop up because of that too,” 
explained Susan.   
Dorothy 
At 26 years of service, Dorothy is one of the most experienced teachers 
interviewed for this study.  At the time of this interview, Dorothy was in her penultimate 
year of teaching and looking forward to retirement.  During the interview, Dorothy spoke 
about the many changes that she has experienced since beginning elementary school 
teaching in the early 1990s.  Her descriptions vary from wholesale criticisms of society to 
explicit details about her students and their families.  Generally speaking, Dorothy 
described her current students as not as prepared, more often distracted, and more prone 
to behavior problems than their predecessors.  
When I started teaching, the students were very different.  Children came 
prepared and ready to learn.  They were kindergarten-ready.  It was great to start 
the school year with students who were ready for the content.  Today, my students 
aren’t nearly as prepared.  Many of them don’t have support from home, really.  
Parents aren’t as involved as they used to be and this causes students to be more 





Of society, Dorothy attributed much of her students’ changing aptitudes and 
attitudes to advances in technology, specifically children’s access to mobile technology 
and media.  She explained that because of technology access and the internet children are 
more aware of the world beyond their communities but with this knowledge comes an 
awareness of ideas and realities that are developmentally inappropriate.  “They know 
things at five and six years of age that I didn’t know until college,” explained Dorothy.  
She alluded to students’ access to violence in media in particular as a deleterious 
influence on students’ behavior.  “They are shooting people in video games like Fortnight 
and that’s okay?” rhetorically asked Dorothy as she transitioned to describing a decline in 
parenting.  “Who is monitoring these kids?  Maybe some parents are working a second 
job or something, but their kids are home alone with free access to anything they want on 
the internet.”  
In addition to changes to students, Dorothy described how the kindergarten 
curriculum had changed over the last three decades.  She described kindergarten during 
the first years of her career as “time for kids to explore and socialize.” Though she taught 
upper primary initially, she said she inherited children from kindergarten classes who 
were full of energy but lacking the academic preparedness of her current kindergarteners 
upon exit to first grade.  “My kindergarten students are doing what my first-grade 
students were doing years ago,” recounted Dorothy.  Although she believes some of the 
students are ready for the current reading and mathematics standards, she criticized the 
current curriculum as being “too fast for a lot of kids” and the math curriculum as 





the hands-on, teacher-led activities of the past provided more time to get to know 
students without the pressure of meeting Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) targets. 
 Even as Dorothy looks forward to retirement, she said that she is still learning 
from her students.  Her students come from different home lives and cultures than her 
students even fifteen years ago.  “I have a lot more ELL (English Language Learners) 
students than I had before … they have taught me a lot about empathy … I am more 
aware of what kiddos go through,” said Dorothy.  She extends the description of what her 
students endure outside of school to include violence, both in their neighborhoods and 
domestically, exposure to adult issues and concepts, and a lack of access to adequate food 
and shelter.  “It’s heartbreaking … they are so innocent and can’t help themselves,” said 
Dorothy as she described her recent students. 
Patricia 
Patricia’s sense of vocation developed as she grew up babysitting and working 
with young children in her church.  She described her interest in teaching as a 
subconscious urge more than a conscious decision, “basically there was no thought really 
behind it.” “So, I just went with it and have enjoyed it ever since,” said Patricia 
referencing her pursuit of a career in education.  Her professional calling took her 
through college and eventually to her first position as a preschool teacher.  When a 
kindergarten position opened at the same school, Patricia said it “felt right … and I went 
with it.” After four years, her husband’s work and starting a family postponed Patricia’s 
career.  She resumed kindergarten teaching when her family moved back to her home 





Students and their love of learning serve as one of Patricia’s primary motivators 
for continuing to teach.  “The kids enjoy, for the most part, 90% of them love coming to 
school, love their teacher and are excited to be there every day … most of them have a 
smile on their face,” explained Patricia.  She said that her kids’ “innocence” and lack of 
“their own opinions or more outspoken about their own opinions” are some of the reasons 
why she continues to work with kindergarten-age children.  These children, according to 
Patricia, have not changed much throughout her career.  “I don't feel like the kids have 
changed ... I feel like maybe the system has changed,” she clarified. 
Patricia further specified systemic change as deviations from traditional 
kindergarten curriculum and pedagogy.  Patricia, referencing her twenty-year career as a 
kindergarten teacher, said that the academic expectations of kindergarten have increased 
at the expense of time for exploration and creative play.  
There was more time for, and I don't want to say just playtime, maybe structured 
play, maybe hands-on learning, maybe just different where they're able to explore 
and learn on their own.  Whereas, and we still do that, I think we're coming 
around to some of that, but I feel like, oh, it's this reading program and now it's 
this math program and we got to do this on the computer.  We got to do that.  And 
so, and I feel like the kids don't have as much time as they used to, to do their own 
exploration and kind of be a little bit more able to problem solve on their own, 
and maybe a little less creativity than I would like, anyway. 
In addition to the introduction of district-purchased curricular programs, Patricia said that 
parent expectations and advances in technology have transformed kindergarten.  Patricia 





attended preschools and structured environments that promoted kindergarten readiness 
and those who did not.  
Some students who come in and they're not as prepared as some of the other kids 
who have been to preschool and been in a structured environment … I felt like the 
[parents whose children attended preschool] were, we want homework and we 
want this and we want that.  And how can we do this?  And they want all the kids 
to be working on the future … the parents pushed them a little bit too much. 
Whereas Patricia attributed parental influence with the advent of more standards-focused 
curricula in kindergarten, she stated that advances in technology have influenced every 
aspect of kindergarten and changed it from a play-based, hands-on experience to practice 
through digital interfaces.  She explained that “different routines, practices, procedures 
for academic aspects” have evolved from increased use of and access to technology in 
schools.  “Technology factors into everything as well and has been a big change from 
back then,” said Patricia.  
Jennifer 
 In her second year as a kindergarten teacher, Jennifer has the rare distinction of 
working in the same school she attended for kindergarten.  “I actually teach at the same 
school that I attended kindergarten at, so it's kind of full circle for me” explained 
Jennifer.  Her sense of vocation, however, was not immediate and it took a middle school 
teacher taking a special interest in her for Jennifer to see the profound effect teachers can 
have on children’s lives.  Jennifer said this bond was created when the teacher “really 
took the time and poured a lot of her time into me to make me feel like I was really 





understand the importance of relationships, but working with younger children in 4-H 
allowed her to teach.  “I just loved seeing kids get really excited about finally doing 
something they really struggled with … education just kind of made sense because I love 
those aha moments,” explained Jennifer. 
Whereas the building where Jennifer attended kindergarten is the same as where 
she works, her kindergarten instruction is markedly different.  Jennifer briefly mentioned 
kindergarten academic changes as spending “a lot more time on literacy … than we do 
math,” but the majority of her remaining contrasts focused on behavior and social-
emotional education.   “I remember getting in trouble and having to pull my color one 
day [a colored ticket in a behavior management system that a student pulls from his or 
her chart to indicate a misbehavior], and so that has affected how I use classroom 
management in my own classroom now because that was very traumatizing as a child,” 
said Jennifer as she reflected on how her kindergarten experience influenced her 
teaching.  She further explained that her school’s inclusion of a social-emotional 
curriculum ensures her students will not suffer as she did.  
I would say that there's a lot more focus on the social-emotional aspect now in 
what we teach now.  I don't specifically remember that when I was in 
kindergarten, but I know that that's a big focus for us now, especially with all of 
the different things going on in today's society.  And I appreciate that because my 
personal philosophy is that, I could teach a kid to read or write all day long, but I 
see myself as a successful teacher if my child and my class feels loved and cared 
for, and feels like they belong in society.  So, the social-emotional aspect is really 





Jennifer sees a natural extension of her school’s social-emotional curriculum to her 
philosophy of classroom management and behavior.   
We'll talk about some sort of constructive activity for them to do, whether that's 
going to our safe place, which is for students who are just continuing to struggle 
and taking deep breaths or playing with some sort of sensory item or reading a 
book, maybe for a few minutes to reset or even writing or drawing a picture.  And 
so that's kind of how I redirect behavior in my classroom.  I treat them more as 
respected people, than I do just bossing them and telling them to stop.  I like to 
explain to my students why behavior is not okay and to have a discussion with 
them as to how we can change that in a way that they can understand. 
In addition to building teacher-student relationships, Jennifer prioritizes working with 
parents.  She described her current parents, “I have some really great and supportive 
families … having the support at home as well as from the children … has just been 
really very eye-opening for me.” Jennifer attributed her partnership with families with 
creating a sense of “respect” that was reciprocated with support for holding “my students 
accountable for their own learning.” 
 Balancing academic expectations and supportive relationships do not come 
without cost.  As Jennifer put it, “It takes a really large mental and emotional toll on 
yourself.” She does not believe many people outside of kindergarten education appreciate 
the work necessary to onboard students and prepare them for first grade. 
People see kindergarten teachers, as it's really easy.  "You're teaching 
kindergarten.  How hard can it be?" And people just don't really understand how 





they're like, "Oh, that's sweet." And it's almost kind of condescending, I think.  
Sometimes people come across that way because they don't think of that as a 
really hard job, when it really is. 
She mentioned lacking knowledge of students’ home lives, onboarding students who 
have not been in a formal setting like school, and diagnosing special education needs as 
kindergarten teacher responsibilities the public either is unaware of or under appreciates.  
“Yeah, it's kindergarten, they're cute and we sing songs and we dance all day…that's how 
we teach, but there's a lot of behind the scenes things that people do not see and don't 
understand how hard that can be.”  Despite the challenges and lack of public 
understanding, Jennifer said that she “wouldn't trade it for anything.”  
Summary 
 In the previous section of this chapter, I attempted to faithfully share the voices 
and experiences of this study’s participants.  These textural descriptions relied on both 
verbatim quotes and my synthesis of data collected from interviews to provide a narrative 
of each teacher’s story as it relates to the focus of this study, teachers’ perceptions of 
their students in the age of kindergarten readiness. 
 The section that follows provides composite textural descriptions, offered as 
themes, that identify the common experiences participants had with the phenomenon.  
These themes were determined through three coding progressions that categorized the 
data.  After data were categorized, I analyzed common meaning units, similar statements 
and expressed sentiments, to reduce the totality of the data to four distinct themes that 





kindergarten has changed, their perceptions of their students, and the costs and rewards of 
teaching kindergarten in the current system. 
Composite Themes 
 Each of the kindergarten teachers interviewed for this study offered their 
experiences with the phenomenon of kindergarten, specifically working in a kindergarten 
classroom in the age of kindergarten readiness.  Their accounts of experiencing 
kindergarten as students themselves, working with kindergarten students as teachers, 
reasons for entering the profession and teaching kindergarten, and how teaching 
kindergarten has affected them provided rich descriptions that I synthesized into 
composite descriptions of the experience.  These common experiences, offered in this 
section as themes, represent the composite kindergarten teachers’ perspectives of 
working in kindergarten classrooms in a Central Kentucky school district.  I chose four 
pervasive themes that align with this study’s research questions: 
Research Question  Theme  
How have teachers’ experiences as 
kindergarten students formed their 
expectations for and perceptions of their 
students?   
  
Vocation: How teachers’ experiences, 
including their experiences as 
kindergarten students, formed their desire 
to teach and expectations for teaching 
kindergarten.   
How has teaching students who are 
identified as not ready for 
kindergarten affected teachers’ 
instructional practices? 
The New First Grade: How changes to 
kindergarten curricula and pedagogy have 
transformed teachers’ perception of 
kindergarten education and student 
achievement.   
How do kindergarten teachers perceive 
their students, especially those labeled not 
ready for kindergarten?   
Wobbly Colts: Teacher perceptions of 
their students in the age of kindergarten 
readiness.   
 How has teaching kindergarten, 
particularly those students labeled not 
ready for kindergarten affected teachers’ 
professional and personal lives?    
The Costs and Rewards: The personal 








 All but two of the participants for this study wanted to be a kindergarten teacher 
from a very early age.  Patricia, Barbara, Dorothy, Margaret, Elizabeth, Linda, and Susan 
describe their desire to work with children as innate or ever-present.  Barbara knew she 
wanted to be a teacher “since I started talking.” Maria said she “always wanted to do it,” 
Susan explained that “teaching was always in my blood,” Dorothy expressed that she 
“always loved helping kids learn,” and other participants likewise repeated these 
sentiments with words like “passion” (Margaret), “in my nature” (Linda), and “drawn” 
(Elizabeth).  Although Mary and Jennifer said that their desire to teach kindergarten came 
after childhood, their love of working with younger children as a teen and college student 
respectively instilled a love of early education.  As Jennifer explained, “I just loved 
seeing kids really excited about finally doing something they really struggled with.” 
For several of the participants, this strong inclination to teach children may have 
been reinforced by their relatives’ professions.  Both of Linda’s grandmothers were 
teachers and her mother was an elementary music teacher.  Dorothy’s aunt taught first 
grade and was later a principal at her school.  She recalled helping her aunt with planning 
and preparing materials.  Susan, detailing her many relationship connections to teaching, 
said that “teaching was always in my blood” after explaining that her mother taught in an 
elementary school.  Maria and Mary were likewise raised by elementary teaching 
mothers.  Maria explained this legacy simply as “I grew up with my mom being a teacher 
and I've just always wanted to do it.”  In each of these teacher’s responses to the question 





first reason they give before explaining their love of teaching, kids, and primary 
education in general.   
In addition to education being a calling perhaps reinforced by relationships, 
participants overwhelmingly said that working with young children is a primary 
motivator for teaching kindergarten.  All ten of the participants expressed some 
semblance of loving working with children.  Patricia identified kindergartener’s 
“innocence” as what inspires her to a teacher at the onset of her second decade of service.  
Linda exemplified this same sentiment by explaining that her students’ innocence inhibits 
the academic insecurity and discouragement often experienced by older students. 
I would say just the enjoyment the kids have overall of wanting to learn and being 
at school, being around their friends and their teachers.  They haven't had those 
bad experiences for the most part, really, that kids start getting once they hit 
second and third grade.  Where they might notice that the boy next to them can do 
things faster or quicker or knows more than you do.  In kindergarten I don't think 
they really notice that as much, even though they are kids…I guess maybe they 
just haven't been able to pick up that concept yet or even relate to it that, "Well, 
how come Steven can add and count all the way up to 100 and I don't even know 
the numbers zero through 20?" They don't have that concept yet and so I guess 
that's one reason why I really like it. 
Elizabeth said that watching students “grow from not knowing anything to being able to 
read a book at the end of the year [and} being able to deal with their emotions … drives 





excitement for new concepts, growth, and love of learning as the impetuses for their 
excitement to teach them. 
The New First Grade 
All but one of this study’s participants stated that kindergarten has undergone a 
dramatic change since the interviewees attended kindergarten themselves.  Patricia 
explained this change as, “I feel like kindergarten now is more of what first grade used to 
be.” Maria echoed this sentiment by saying, “I feel like how we teach kindergarten now, 
it's like back in the day how first grade was taught.”  Susan, reflecting on her current 
instructional strategies, said “I don't remember looking at a book and understanding the 
words until the middle of first grade.” When asked to compare what she teaches to her 
students with what she was taught in kindergarten, Margaret said “I would say more first 
grade, in my experience.”  
This shift of first-grade academic expectations to kindergarten was described in 
teachers’ juxtapositions of former kindergarten practices to current pedagogy.  Of 
kindergarten instruction of the past, most participants used the word “play” to epitomize 
the experience.  Linda described past kindergarten classrooms as being “more about 
exploring and play” than their contemporary counterparts.  Teachers who taught 
kindergarten before a focus on kindergarten readiness emphasized, “learning how to cut, 
how to color, things like that, and play and socialize” (Linda) and allowing students to 
“explore and learn on their own” (Patricia) as the instructional focus.  Kindergarten 
classrooms of the past had centers that promoted free-play and socialization.  Barbara 
said, “our centers were more play-based and social skills” before giving a kitchen center 





classrooms provided children with costumes, areas designated for naps, and materials for 
self-selected craft projects according to participants.   
Kindergarten teachers described teaching before the shift in expectations as being 
less stressful.  Dorothy said that teachers had more control over what they taught and 
where.  She described this freedom through her explanation that kindergarten teachers 
could take their students outside when they wanted, take breaks when necessary, and 
incorporate new content and teachable moments when applicable.  Academic 
expectations, according to Margaret, were “just learning the letters.” Learning letters and 
play are now more associated with pre-school than kindergarten.  Margaret, Patricia, and 
Linda explicitly said that the shift of first-grade curricula to kindergarten has 
consequently moved kindergarten instruction and learning to preschool.  Even the 
previous half-day schedule of having different AM and PM groups can only now be 
found in the district’s preschool programs.  
If kindergarten of the past allowed students time to socialize and explore and 
teachers the autonomy to create the conditions for play, is the antithesis true of current 
practices?  While participants said that play was not completely absent from the 
kindergarten experience, it has been pushed to the fringes to make space for literacy and 
numeracy practice.  The inclusion of previous first-grade standards in kindergarten, 
according to the kindergarten teachers interviewed for this study, is a byproduct of the 
zeitgeist of preparedness that manifests as college and career readiness down to 
kindergarten readiness.  Barbara identified “the standards” and the resulting 
“expectations” as the reason for kindergarten students having to work harder than 





children’s futures promote a curriculum focused more on literacy and numeracy than 
exploration and socialization.   “The kindergarten parents were, we want homework and 
we want … all the kids to be working on the future,” said Patricia as she offered her 
opinion on parents’ influence, “the parents pushed them a little bit too much.” 
The transformation of the kindergarten classroom in a generation is evident in the 
physical layout of the classroom, the implements of learning, and the content students 
learn and the skills they procure.  According to Barbara, learning centers that used to 
serve as dedicated sensory tables and free-play have been repurposed, “the centers are, 
okay, let’s match the uppercase and lowercase letters … the focus has changed, not so 
much on social skills and more towards academics.”  Centers now feature interactive 
technology in place of activities that refine fine motor skills because the programs 
districts purchase and promote are digitally integrated.  Patricia said, “it's this reading 
program and now it's this math program and we got to do this on the computer … the 
kids don’t have as much time as they used to, to do their own exploration and kind of be a 
little bit more able to problem solve on their own, and maybe a little less creativity.” To 
expedite kindergarteners’ learning of new standards, to “end kindergarten knowing all 
their letters, all their letter sounds … reading, putting words together” (Linda), districts 
have invested in corporate curricular products that promise grade-level standards 
mastery.  “I’m more aware and conscious and with the Wonders program and our Math 
Investigations Program,” replied Patricia when asked about how kindergarten has 
changed.  Both programs, purchased a few years ago by the district, require students to 
engage both with the teacher and classmates in traditional, cooperative learning as well as 





trying to get them to understand things that come fairly easily to older children.” To 
expedite learning that would have been expected of older students in the past, programs 
promote their online learning platforms as a means to tailor and extend education with 
games, colorful animations, and an experience similar to many students’ entertainment 
preferences.  Dorothy explained that children’s behavior and engagement was decidedly 
different when they were solitarily engaged with tablets than when they were expected to 
socialize, collaborate, or communally learn. 
 As a result of this dramatic shift in kindergarten education, teachers have adjusted 
their pedagogies.  Linda said that “some kids do come reading to us now, and a lot come 
knowing a lot more information than maybe what I knew going in,” as she considered the 
effect of preschool programs.  This broad spectrum of readiness, as defined by the state, 
for students from divergent preschool systems and home microsystems was evident in 
other participants’ descriptions of their students and the effects of unpreparedness in a 
kindergarten with higher expectations for standards mastery.  Dorothy explained that 
teaching counting to students during the early years of her teaching tenure aligned with 
children’s developmental level whereas current expectations of kindergarteners to 
quickly move into addition and subtraction create anxiety and behavior problems.  Even 
the transition to school norms and behavior expectations have been truncated for teachers 
to cover more academic ground.  As Linda explained, “we don't spend a lot of time 
letting them just get acclimated to school.”  
 Despite the changes to kindergarten, teachers have adjusted their approaches to 
incorporate some of the nuances of the traditional kindergarten experience.  Mary said 





in with other things.” She uses the time before the school day officially begins to provide 
students with the exploratory stations that were part and parcel of the school day in the 
past.  Dorothy intentionally looks for opportunities for her students to “log off of their 
devices and socialize with each other.” Jennifer, notwithstanding the pervasively 
perceived correlation between student achievement and teacher effectiveness, feels 
successful if “my class feels loved and cared for and feels like they belong in society.” 
Elizabeth and Margaret regret that regardless of their intentions, there simply are not 
enough opportunities for their students to have adequate playtime.  
Wobbly Colts 
Participants' descriptions of their students provided both the traditional portrait of 
kindergarteners as well as first-hand accounts of how children have struggled or adapted 
to the changing nature of kindergarten.  Experienced kindergarten teachers also described 
how societal changes have changed the composition of their classrooms and how those 
changes have affected their pedagogies and views.  Less-experienced teachers provided 
fewer details concerning changes in society but were still descriptive about their students’ 
transitions to school, the possible effects of preschool placements, and the effects of 
kindergarten expectations on their students.  
Most of the participants described students’ dispositions with the expected 
positivity generally associated with children in kindergarten.  Mary called her students 
“go-getters.” Patricia said that some of her students are “bubbly and energetic.” Jennifer 
said that her kindergarteners are ready “to learn new things and make new friends.” 





students’ pre-school settings and experiences, Margaret said that her students were eager 
to come to school to “get their love.”  
Though participants fondly described students’ vivacity, they also attributed 
students’ struggles to the intersection of their childhood experiences and increased 
kindergarten academic and behavioral expectations.  Linda suggested that some of her 
students were not learning what she considered basic skills like cutting, coloring, and 
knowing the alphabet at home.  Dorothy provided a similar description that included 
frustration that children seemed to only be learning what is taught in school without 
reinforcement or valued-added instruction at home.  Maria said half of her students 
“really don't know letters and numbers, or they can just identify four or five” while 
“about half my class really, they act like first graders.”  Mary attested to the same 
division she sees in her students’ readiness to their home and preschool microsystems.  
 
Most of these kids either come from in-home daycares or they've been home with 
grannies and aunts and uncles, so they don't have the interaction that a lot of kids 
do … their world isn't as big as some other kids, they don't have the experiences 
and the ability to learn those things at home.  So, we start pretty low, but that's 
also how … I group kids because you do have that handful of kids who come in 
completely prepared, and know their address, and their phone number, and 
everything. 
 
Elizabeth said that some children are at a disadvantage because they come from adverse 





grandparents.  Margaret explained that kindergarten expectations put “stresses on these 
kiddos that they can't handle because they are coming from these homes that they're not 
okay.” Susan related some of her students’ behavior problems with a more structured 
environment at school than at home.  Though many of the participants presented varying 
effects of childhood microsystems, the primary measure by which they made these 
assertions was kindergarten readiness, both academic and behavioral. 
 While kindergarten teachers I interviewed stated that their students had to adjust 
to kindergarten expectations and structures because of misaligned pre-kindergarten 
contexts, a few teachers provided divergent opinions.  Patricia said that she thought “a lot 
of the kids are able to handle it.” Jennifer described her students’ resiliency and 
creativity, “I also really find it interesting that my kids, while I present a problem to 
them, they come up with different ways to solve that problem.”  Jennifer also said that 
though her class lacked diversity, her students’ families were very supportive of the 
school curriculum and her teaching.  Margaret and Dorothy implied that working parents, 
especially those who work more than normal, have fewer opportunities to prepare their 
children for kindergarten.  
The Costs and Rewards 
 When asked about how teaching kindergarten has affected participants’ 
professional and personal lives, teachers reluctantly talked about themselves.  Answers to 
this question were shorter and often refocused on students and their preparation.  
Nonetheless, teachers provided details that indicate that a loss of time and resources, as 





grade, are the personal and professional costs.  The rewards, conversely, include 
deepening empathy, broadening worldviews, and even finding the hidden child within. 
 Teachers pointed to managerial tasks, the stress of working with children in an 
age of readiness, and the time necessary to meet students’ needs as examples of the 
primary costs of teaching kindergarten.  Mary explained that much of her work was 
relegated to “just paperwork, on paperwork, on paperwork.” In addition to the paperwork 
necessary to evidence students’ progress, Mary said that her principal’s changing focus 
for student development including socialization or other characteristics made planning 
difficult.  Linda also found planning kindergarten lessons problematic because “you're 
trying to teach them how to do something that they've never done before.” The duality of 
planning developmentally-appropriate and engaging lessons for students designated as 
ready and not ready for the content requires additional time and energy.  Dorothy 
explained that planning appropriate lessons takes more of her free time than preparing 
materials for her students during the early years of her career.  Jennifer relayed similar 
frustrations when describing the encroachment that parent conferences and planning, 
especially during NTI, took on her time.  “Last night, I was up until 2:30 in the morning, 
trying to fix things,” she explained.  Maria conveyed that kindergarten planning and 
preparation made her feel “worn out.”  
 In addition to the changing nature of kindergarten planning, participants said that 
working with their kindergarteners takes an emotional toll.  Susan mentioned that 
students’ lack of home support creates academic and behavioral issues.  She explained 
that “those kids get distracted, they don't bring in their folders, they're missing things 





this sentiment by saying “one kiddo has such advantage and this other kiddo is just at 
such a disadvantage just where he's starting and how far he has to come” when explaining 
how teaching kindergarten affected her.  In addition to the distress of meeting the 
expectations for first-grade readiness, the responsibility of diagnosing students’ learning 
disabilities and other obstacles falls within the purview of kindergarten teachers despite 
insufficient data and understanding of students’ lives.  Jennifer detailed this frustration. 
There is a good percentage of our students, that they have never been in a school 
environment before at all.  So, we have no data on them.  Besides a quick little 
Brigance at the beginning of the year, I mean, that's all we know about them.  And 
we have students without IEPs and students without services or anything.  We 
have no information on them.  So, I think that's what a lot of people don't see, is 
the kindergarten teachers basically having a child and knowing nothing about 
them. 
Though participants conveyed the personal and professional costs of teaching 
kindergarten in the modern era, their accounts of the rewards highlighted how teaching 
young children engenders personal growth and a fuller appreciation of the community 
and its people.  Susan and Dorothy conveyed that working with students from varied 
backgrounds, national origins, and life experiences increased their empathy for others.  
Margaret articulated that working with children from different home environments 
increased her appreciation for the struggles of others.  “You see the bigger picture, the 
reality of some of these kiddos and their home lives and it's just, the scale is huge of what 
you see these kiddos come from,” Margaret expressed when asked how teaching 





helped her realize “that every single one that comes to us has a completely different 
experience coming in … some did go to a preschool, some went to just daycare, some 
stayed home, some have never been exposed to any type of written language.” Elizabeth 
disclosed that teaching kindergarten provoked a greater appreciation for the influence her 
parents and upbringing had on her development into adulthood.  
Participants also revealed how teaching kindergarten has improved their patience, 
sense of proportionality, and their appreciation of childhood wonder.  Barbara said that 
teaching kindergarten has taught her tolerance and a desire to connect and learn more 
authentically with her students. 
It's definitely helped me become more patient, a more patient person in general.  
Just to kind of not take everything for face value, I guess, like to think about what 
else could be going on … you got to think about where these kids are coming 
from and where their families are coming from, kind of choose your battles with 
some kids and what's really important, and to listen to them too.  Like I said, in 
the beginning, I learn from my kids every day just like they learn from me. 
Margaret expressed this same understanding in an anecdote about a child “throwing a fit 
in the store.” Instead of assuming the child’s or parent’s fault, Margaret said that being a 
kindergarten teacher enlightened her to the possibility that the child was “probably just 
hungry, thirsty, or tired.”  Patricia noted that teaching kindergarten for 19 years taught 
her to be “more understanding with kids that have challenges, struggles, that kind of 
thing, in their life … to be more aware of their home life and their situation and family.”   
The infectious excitement and energy kindergarteners effectuate were rewards 





would gravitate towards the five children that are in that room because I just, I enjoy 
spending time with them and getting to know them,” explained Mary.  Elizabeth said 
simply, “I feel like they teach me a lot just like having fun, and just being a kid again.” 
Summary of Chapter Four 
This chapter reported how ten kindergarten teachers at three Southeastern 
elementary schools described their attitudes about their own kindergarten teaching 
experiences, vocation, and students in an era of kindergarten readiness.  In this chapter, I 
provided textural descriptions of each participant to offer individual accounts of teachers’ 
experiences.  I also offered the composite or essence of these descriptions as four themes 
that I identified from the coding and analysis of meaning units from participant 
interviews.  These themes, resulting from analysis with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
systems theory as the conceptual framework, provided participants’ descriptions related 
to my study’s generative research questions:  
In the next and final chapter, I offer my conclusions from these findings including my 
advocacy for a return to exploratory play in kindergarten, funds of knowledge 
professional development for teachers, and the incorporation of teacher voice in 
kindergarten readiness research.  In addition to articulating my thinking of the data 
concerning the phenomenon of kindergarten readiness through teacher perception, I share 
my reflections as the researcher, offer recommendations for improving kindergarten 










In this chapter, I discuss the results of this study in terms of the nature of school 
readiness and teachers’ perceptions of their experiences.  In addition to these discussions, 
I draw on my study’s findings to provide the important implications for kindergarten 
educational practice and professional development as well as make recommendations for 
future research of teacher perception and kindergarten education. 
This study provided the rich and nuanced voices of kindergarten teachers as a 
means to explore the phenomenon of kindergarten teacher perceptions of their students in 
the age of kindergarten readiness.  Although this study included only ten participants 
from a specific region, common experiences with the phenomenon emerged and provide 
evidence of shared beliefs, similar vocational pathways, and analogous challenges facing 
kindergarten teachers.  These accounts, along with teachers’ descriptions of their 
students, provide insight into the zeitgeist of readiness, the costs and rewards of current 
practice, and suggestions for structural and pedagogical changes that may improve 
teacher efficacies and student experience and achievement. 
Researcher Reflection 
 I began this research journey in earnest seven years ago with the birth of my first 
child.  Like many new parents, I redefined my home as a place of learning as soon as my 




competencies that should promote success in school which should propel my child to 
succeed in life.  I bought card decks to promote language, blocks and stackable toys to 
help with fine motor skills, board books to engender love and understanding of literacy, 
an ABC blanket to wrap him in, etc.  I leveraged my resources to give him an advantage 
and followed through by engaging him with these tools throughout his pre-school 
childhood.  My plan appeared to work.  Not only was my son identified as ready for 
kindergarten but he was near the top of his class in reading and numeracy. 
 While I believe my choices benefitted my son, I have a newfound appreciation for 
the role culture plays in kindergarten preparation, or at least how culture shapes our view 
of kindergarten readiness.   The teachers I interviewed for this study are kind, caring, and 
take pride in their work and professionalism.  I hold kindergarten teachers in high regard 
as the vanguards for American society.  I also recognize that all of the teachers I 
interviewed appear to reflect my middle-class American values, share my ethnicity, and 
were raised in some of the same circumstances.  These similarities, however, are not 
shared with many of the children they serve.  Perhaps my child’s success in kindergarten 
had as much to do with this alignment of our culture and values with the school’s as the 
emergent academic exposure I provided him.  Perhaps children identified as not ready for 
kindergarten also have robust understandings of the world that do not align with the 
majority and are thus not perceptible by the measures used to determine readiness. 
 As a teacher, I am also reflecting on the thousands of students I have taught over 
the past two decades.  So much of education, especially in high school, is unilateral.  I 
possessed the content, ability to grade their work, and the curriculum.  They were 





meet some of their parents at open house or talk with them via the occasional email, but 
my students’ home lives were largely absent from my pedagogy.  It is likely my students’ 
parents did not view me as a partner but as an instructor, even if they trusted me enough 
to teach their children.  I imagine what class could have looked like, what topics we could 
have explored, and what new knowledge we could have learned together had my 
relationship with my students and their parents been more personal, more intentional.  
Although I cannot change the past, as a teacher and parent, I can advocate for improving 
these bonds for others in my profession. 
Implications for Practice 
A Need for Play 
Although all of this study’s participants except one (Dorothy) were trained to be 
kindergarten teachers in preparation programs focused on the current model, many of 
them asserted that increasing play would benefit students.  Patricia’s desire was a return 
to Froebel’s model of “structured play, maybe hands-on learning … where they’re able to 
explore and learn on their own.”  Linda said that current practices “don’t always allow 
kids to develop on their own in a way.” Elizabeth wished “there was a little bit more 
playtime.” Margaret said kindergarten teachers at her school agree that kindergarteners 
need more play.  Though several of these teachers did not elaborate on why increasing 
play is important, others said play and unstructured activities allowed for exploratory 
learning (Patricia), fine motor skills development (Mary), and socialization (Barbara).   
Incorporating guided play, or at least balancing academic work with opportunities 
to play, may allow teachers to broaden their understanding of formative assessment and 





decrease the stress and struggle several interviewees described of their not ready for 
kindergarten students.  Unstructured play aligns more closely to students’ experiences in 
their home microsystems, daycares, and even preschools (Bender et al., 2011; 
Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Logue, 2007).  As such, observing students socially interacting 
with other children while doing preferred tasks—as opposed to curriculum-oriented 
tasks—may provide teachers with the information necessary to not only advocate for 
responsive behavioral interventions but also to better understand how children exhibit 
and reconcile pre-kindergarten behaviors in the school setting.  For example, children 
who exhibit hyperactivity and aggression at an early age are prone to have more problems 
with general academic success and being socially accepted by peers (Stormont, 2000).  
By monitoring guided play, teachers are better able to observe such behaviors and how 
their students use critical thinking as well as social and emotional strategies through their 
actions and conversations (Kirk & Jay, 2018).  Moreover, observing students during 
unstructured play may help teachers recognize the effects of pre-kindergarten risk factors 
(e.g., neglect, parent insensitivity, poverty) that influence executive functioning 
development, social behaviors, and learning (Dilworth-Bart, 2012; Morgan et al., 2017).   
While unstructured play helps teachers identify the need for behavioral and 
academic interventions that support learning for students who struggle in school, the act 
of socializing with peers may serve as a support itself.  Bender et al. (2011) and Logue 
(2007) argue that unstructured play, specifically group play, helps children develop self-
regulatory behaviors and social skills.  By incorporating exploration and play more into 
the school day, students have chances to not only authentically engage with resources and 





and habits developed in the home microsystem (Bender et al., 2011; Bronfenbrenner, 
1979).  Although less regimented than academic work, unstructured-learning still occurs 
under the supervision of the teacher (Bender et al., 2011).  These observations may allow 
teachers to more fully know their students including their abilities and knowledge that 
may not be exposed in literacy and numeracy work that dominates the curriculum (Birch 
& Ladd, 1997; Harmon & Viruru, 2018). 
For students whose home ecologies do not align with the school culture, 
observing students at play may also benefit teachers’ understanding of the families whom 
the school serves.  Children develop through social interactions, particularly those in the 
home microsystem, during the formative years before kindergarten (Bronfenbrenner, 
1979, 1989; Vygotsky, 1962, 1981, 1987).  Though the school serves as one of the most 
influential microsystems in children’s lives, the influence of the home and its inherent 
culture more profoundly influence how students behave and learn, especially at the onset 
of formal education (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  While the school can serve as a safety net 
for students suffering the effects of many risk factors from the home microsystem, for 
other children, the school culture, including acculturation to the majority’s values and 
expectations, does not align with their upbringing (Riojas-Cortez & Bustos Flores, 2009).  
For these children, who are often minorities, teachers may be considered more judges of 
character than mentors as cultural norms that are appropriate at home are deemed 
inappropriate at school (Riojas-Cortez & Bustos Flores, 2009).  By offering students 
opportunities for guided play, teachers create the conditions by which children more 





provide teachers with a more holistic understanding of their students as cultural beings as 
a means to better support them socially, emotionally, and academically (Hogg, 2011). 
Despite the benefits of guided play, school curricula, including the vertical K-12 
standards progression, require students to begin literacy and numeracy instruction in 
kindergarten; therefore, isolated changes to kindergarten instructional practices affect the 
continuity of learning inherent in state standards.  Advocacy for changes to kindergarten 
practices, consequently, must consider the ramifications to curricula in subsequent 
grades.  Nonetheless, incorporating guided, unstructured play may positively impact the 
literacy and numeracy skills already the focus of kindergarten standards and curricula.  
Roessingh and Bence (2018) found that guided exploratory play (e.g., textile experiences 
in which children handle and manipulate objects) allowed students to interact with real-
world phenomena that aided in their construction of conceptual models.  These models 
served as foundations for the conceptual understanding of number deconstruction (i.e., 
understanding number place), narrative and numeric sequencing, procedural language 
(e.g., articulating the steps one took to do something), and spatial reasoning (Pyle et al., 
2018; Roessingh & Bence, 2018).  Moreover, guided play featuring sociodramatic 
performances, integrated into established literacy blocks, in which children construct 
their own literacy games has been shown to improve student self-efficacy with literacy as 
well as behavioral self-regulation (Cavanaugh et al., 2017; Weisberg et al., 2013).  Both 
guided exploratory play and sociodramatic performances are complementary to the intent 
of the literacy and numeracy blocks of participants’ district and require minimal time to 
execute—the latter being recommended for fifteen minutes (Cavanaugh et al., 2017).  





cultural barriers that impede minority students’ success in school by allowing these 
students more agency in their learning (Riojas-Cortez & Bustos Flores, 2009). 
Incorporating guided play opportunities into existing kindergarten structures alone 
is insufficient to meet the needs of students from cultures that do not align with that of 
the majority.  For teachers who have internalized deficit theorizing, observing students at 
play may reinforce monocultural biases (Riojas-Cortez & Bustos Flores, 2009).  To 
improve teachers’ cultural competencies, professional development focused on students’ 
funds of knowledge, family-school partnerships, and the cultural norms of the cultures 
the school serves may provide the conceptual frameworks and processes necessary to 
appreciate the diversity of values, thought, and behaviors found in many kindergarten 
classrooms (Hogg, 2011; Kelley, 2020; Moll, 2000).  Moreover, professional learning 
focused on utilizing teachers’ knowledge and understanding of students’ “intercultural 
and hybrid knowledge base” to inform instructional strategies may enhance the learning 
experience for students who struggle in the current system (Gonzalez et al., 2005, p. 37).   
Broadening Our Thinking of Readiness  
The Kentucky Department of Education defines kindergarten readiness as the 
child’s ability to “engage in and benefit from early learning experiences that best promote 
the child’s success” (Curriculum Associates, 2019b).  For Kentucky kindergarteners, 
success is defined by kindergarten standards that a generation ago were taught in first-
grade classrooms.  Whereas success for past kindergarteners encompassed cheerful play 
with classmates, sitting on carpet squares for stories, and walking in a line to the cafeteria 
for a snack and milk, current kindergarteners are expected to memorize sight words, 





casual observer passing a kindergarten classroom may find familiarity with the noise, 
primary-colored décor, and the kind words of the teacher as she addresses her friends.  If 
asked if kindergarten has changed, however, a kindergarten teacher would likely 
enlighten the unaware observer with the pedagogical nomenclature and practices 
generally associated with upper primary and intermediate classrooms. 
The stagnation in the increased percentage of students designated as kindergarten 
ready may be a byproduct of the model used to determine readiness (Kentucky 
Department of Education, 2020).  The interactionist perspective model, adopted by 
Kentucky, asserts that readiness is measured by a battery of tests intended to assess the 
acquisition of skills and content necessary to begin the journey to success (Meisels, 
1996).  To put this simply, a child is either ready or not ready based on a composite score 
from the 15-minute BRIGANCE screener (Glascoe, 1996, 1997).  By itself, BRIGANCE 
provides a baseline for understanding what a child can and cannot do academically.  I 
assert that such a baseline is beneficial to begin understanding how to support a child’s 
learning.  I also argue that giving too much credence to a screener and forming 
perceptions of learners, who have acquired complex and nuanced knowledge from their 
microsystems, based on a test given to children when they step foot into the school 
building for the first time, is problematic.   
Given a lack of data to make decisions, kindergarten teachers use the BRIGANCE 
as the primary metric by which they initially form reading groups, schedule special 
education screeners, and plan their instruction.  With half of Kentucky’s children 
identified as not ready for kindergarten, teachers stratify reading and math groups 





Education, 2020).  With first-grade readiness as the goal, students identified as not ready 
for kindergarten must quickly catch up with their peers or risk being retained.  Generally, 
these not ready for kindergarten students represent minorities, children of poverty, 
English Learners, and students with disabilities.  This overidentification of children from 
poor and minority families may be predicated on the data used to predict the likelihood of 
their success.  Duncan et al., (2007) found in their meta-analysis of six longitudinal 
studies that readiness indicators such as emergent understanding of math concepts (e.g., 
knowledge of numbers and ordinality) and emergent reading skills were “powerful 
predictors of later learning” (p. 1443).  Duncan et al., (2007) also asserted that skills such 
as vocabulary, knowing letters and word sounds externalizing and internalizing behaviors 
and social skills were not reliable predictors of later success.  The BRIGANCE screener 
determines readiness with several of these indicators, including letter recognition and 
phonemic awareness (Glascoe, 1996, 1997).  Because income and racial/ethnic 
achievement gaps persist through at least fourth grade, rethinking the measures we use to 
understand learners and the supports needed to help them succeed is necessary (Reardon 
& Portilla, 2016).  Moreover, reevaluating other aspects of kindergarten readiness—such 
as children’s knowledge of their address, ability to identify pictures, and spoken 
fluency—that have not been proven to be predictive of later success may illuminate 
cultural gatekeeping that promotes a monocultural bias. 
Cognitive disabilities notwithstanding, not ready for kindergarten students have 
constructed knowledge of the world through the rich experiences within their home 
ecologies and other microsystems (González et al., 2005; Hogg, 2011; Kelley, 2020; 





Bustos Flores, 2009; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992).  The BRIGANCE assessment—
while providing a baseline for emergent literacy, numeracy, fine motor skills, and other 
indicators—does not provide teachers with the nuanced data necessary to tailor 
instruction and the school microsystem to promote learning and achievement.  Moreover, 
broadening teachers’ understanding of how children use language, mathematics, and 
literacy in their home and community microsystems not only helps teachers build rapport 
with families but also enriches planning through co-constructed knowledge (Riojas-
Cortez & Bustos Flores, 2009; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992).  That is, teachers who 
bridge students’ home and school ecologies are better able to understand students’ 
academic needs while contextualizing assessment results from traditional sources of data, 
such as BRIGANCE.   
Generally, participants in this study expressed school-family relations unilaterally.  
That is, though teachers interviewed for this study indicated a desire to have support from 
families, little was said of teachers’ efforts to build those relationships through 
bidirectional communication.  When interviewees mentioned students’ home lives, 
references indicated obstacles and a lack of support.  Margaret said that some of her 
students were coming from “homes that they’re not okay,” Susan indicated that her 
students’ behavior problems stemmed from less-structured home environments, Elizabeth 
said that “one of the hardest parts about teaching is you have to deal with the parents,” 
and Dorothy explained that parent involvement is not as good as it was when she started 
teaching 26 years ago.  Although teachers’ assessments of probable risk factors are part 
of understanding and supporting students as learners, enriching that understanding with 





factors through advocacy and teacher-family partnerships (Ansari & Pianta, 2018; Berry 
et al., 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Cathy & Ann, 2003; Coley et al., 2015; Coulton et al., 
2016; Morrissey et al., 2016). 
Synthesizing teachers’ understanding of academic readiness with an appreciation 
of students’ funds of knowledge may shift teachers’ paradigms from a deficit model, 
predicated on readiness assessments, to one that accounts for how students learn in 
environments outside of school (González et al., 2005; Hogg, 2011; Moll, 2000; Moll & 
González, 1997; Rodriguez, 2013; Valencia, 2010).  By building on the expertise of 
students and their families, teachers can better design learning experiences that connect to 
real-world situations and cultural competencies while improving students’ mastery of 
academic standards through relevancy (Hindman et al., 2013).  Connections from 
teachers and schools to home microsystems are especially important for kindergarteners 
from culturally diverse families because of the immediate impact of the difference in 
home and school cultures (Andrews & Yee, 2006; Velez-Ibanez & Greenberg, 1992).  
Furthermore, teachers who are more aware of students’ funds of knowledge may benefit 
from accounting for how their experiences and culture interact with their pedagogical and 
academic knowledge.  Such self-analysis may help teachers grow professionally as well 
as incorporate new strategies that help students find meaning in academic activities 
(Hogg, 2011; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992).  
 Moreover, strengthening the dialogue and trust between the school and students’ 
homes will increase the relevancy of academic learning in the home ecosystem.  Because 
children are more greatly influenced by relationships in the home microsystem, co-





home but guardians’ means to support academic achievement (Andrews & Yee, 2006; 
Bronfenbrenner, 1979; González et al., 2005; Hogg, 2011; Kelley, 2020; McDevitt, 2016; 
Moll, 2000; Moll & González, 1997; Rodriguez, 2013; Riojas-Cortez & Bustos Flores, 
2009; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992).  González et al. (2005) recommends that 
teachers engage students and families about their backgrounds, interests, and heritage 
(i.e., values, beliefs, traditions).  These engagements may include opportunities for 
students to talk about themselves and their families as well as activities that provide 
student choice of content and possible ways to find solutions (Moll & González, 1997; 
Riojas-Cortez & Bustos Flores, 2009).  Additionally, connections to families, especially 
for those of kindergarten students, should be established through home and community 
visits, invitations for parents and caregivers to visit the classroom to observe and share 
their knowledge, and family projects (e.g., an art project about the family culture) that 
allow families contribute to children’s learning (Pianta et al., 2007).  
Talk with Teachers 
Although past studies have examined kindergarten teacher perceptions of school 
readiness, data from these studies largely represent teachers’ ideas distilled into Likert 
scales and other quantitative measures (Abry et al., 2015; Hustedt et al., 2018; Lin et al., 
2003; Petrakos & Lehrer, 2011).  One of my impetuses for using semi-structured 
interviews as the chief means to explore the phenomenon was the realization that the rich, 
thick descriptions provided through described experiences may offer a better account of 
the complexities of teacher perceptions than quantitative data (Geertz, 1973).  Teachers 
instructional preferences, demographic data, quantitative data of teachers’ changes in 





readiness, but the synthesis of teachers’ experiences as students, their vocation and 
professional experience, and perceptions of their students can only be explored through 
dialogue and interviews (Abry et al., 2015; Espinosa et al., 1997; Lin et al., 2003).  
Interviews and dialogic inquiry give teachers more agency by including their 
verbatim descriptions in the data (Wallen & Tormey, 2019).  The teacher and student 
experience within a microsystem rely on the interactions and relationships established 
within (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  For transformative changes to teachers’ and students’ 
experiences and success to occur, the complexities of these interactions and relationships 
must be studied and understood.  The teachers who participated in this study indicated 
that curricular and structural decisions happened outside of the classroom and often at the 
district level.  According to their descriptions, academic programs, standards, and pacing 
guides are handed to teachers for implementation without classroom-level context.  
Meaning, while many teachers argue that increased play would benefit their students, the 
locus of control at the district and state level does not allow for such arguments to 
influence practice and policy.  Collecting interview data from teachers, however, may 
provide the data necessary to not only tailor previously unilateral initiatives but increase 
teacher ownership, buy-in, and self-efficacy (Wallen & Tormey, 2019). 
Teacher verbatim explanations and descriptions should be a data source used to 
inform school and district decisions.  Instead of bottlenecking responses with surveys, 
which often lead responses through the diction and syntax of the question, provide 
teachers opportunities to discuss issues collaboratively through processes like semi-
structured interviews, group-level assessment, or other processes that encourage dialogic 





focused on semi-structured interviews that encourage dialogue and co-constructed 
meaning through inquiry.  By authentically listening and conversing with teachers, school 
leaders will able to ask follow-up and clarify questions based on teachers’ responses 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Dearnley, 2005).  Likewise, teachers will able to ask if their 
responses properly address the questions or ask for more details about questions’ intents.  
Moreover, semi-structured interviews allow for tangential but relevant details to emerge 
that could broaden thinking and planning (Dearnley, 2005; Moustakas, 1994).  In 
addition to providing professional learning on inquiry-based data collection, professional 
learning on data literacy and analysis should build school leaders’ acumen for finding 
meaning from not only the overarching ideas expressed but also the diction, syntax, 
pauses, reiterations, etc. that come from conversations with teachers (Gilligan & Eddy, 
2017).   
Last, incorporating semi-structured interviews, group-level assessment, or other 
data collecting processes intended to account for teacher perception into school practices 
and planning potentially enhances relationships within the school microsystem and 
beyond.  Like the students they serve, teachers are cultural beings who are affected by the 
relationship and culture of the workplace (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Lesinger et al., 2018).  
Lesinger et al. (2018) found that communication, transparency, and collaboration 
increased trust between teachers and school leaders.  Providing time and space for 
teachers to communicate their perspectives to inform school-level decisions not only 
encourages reflection as “integral to the processes of maintaining a collaborative and 
transparent approach” but enhances school leaders’ sensitivity to teachers' contexts and 





school microsystem could promote similar outreach practices outside of the school as 
teachers encourage similar dialogue with parents and families (Hindman et al., 2013). 
Implications for Future Research 
A Familiar Story Worth Exploring 
According to Bronfenbrenner’s theory of ecological development, children form 
close bonds with the people who “pay attention to or participate in one another’s 
activities” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 56).  Like Dorothy’s experiences helping her aunt 
prepare for teaching, reciprocal relationships, called dyads, are the foundation for the 
development of social skills and a sense of interdependence (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  For 
many of the teachers who participated in this study, the blending of the school and home 
microsystems through their parent’s or relative’s home and professional interactions 
likely reinforced their sense of familiarity, comfort with the profession, and vocation. 
Because eight of the ten teachers interviewed for this study stated that being 
raised or influenced by family members in the profession of teaching affected their 
decision to pursue teaching, further research on the phenomenon of teaching as a family 
business is warranted.  According to Bui and Miller (2017), family professional legacies 
are common, especially for members of the same sex, fathers and sons and mothers and 
daughters.  In this study, this connection is evident in participants’ descriptions of the 
influence of female relatives in the profession.  However, unlike other professions 
mentioned in research by Bui and Miller (2017), such as bakers, boilermakers, and 
factory workers, in which a tradesperson is judged by their craft, teaching effectiveness is 
judged by students’ learning; therefore, teaching legacies necessitate further study 





Furthermore, research focused on teachers’ childhood experiences, especially in terms of 
attitudes towards the profession of teaching, may provide insights that inform efforts to 
improve teacher recruitment and hiring protocols, increase minority representation in 
teaching, and improve teacher preparation programs.   
Expanding Explorations of Perception  
 This study explores teacher perceptions to understand the phenomenon of 
teaching kindergarten in the age of kindergarten readiness.  In interviews, teachers shared 
insights on how kindergarten has changed, their experiences teaching kindergarten, their 
perceptions of their students, and suggestions for improving the kindergarten experience.  
Though participants provided a spectrum of attitudes about their students, teachers' 
descriptions often incorporated the language of readiness.  That is, the teachers who 
participated in this study appear to have internalized a deficit model focused on the 
polarity of prepared and not prepared with an emphasis on what students could not do 
rather than what they could.  Though participants described the frustration and struggle 
not prepared students experience with the current academic expectations of kindergarten, 
they often attributed these obstacles with circumstances outside of students’ control.  
Meaning, participants expressed empathy for their students who struggled with increased 
academic expectations and attributed these issues to pre-kindergarten risk factors [e.g., 
divorced parents (Elizabeth), domestic and neighborhood violence (Dorothy), general 
adverse circumstances in the home (Margaret)].  Participants did not discuss the larger 
role society plays in these risk factors and how schools might ameliorate such conditions. 
 I used a semi-structured interview data collection method to explore teacher 





data to fully understand how these perceptions influence student achievement warrants 
further exploration.  How kindergarten teachers form their perceptions, the degree to 
which bias impacts those perceptions, and how teacher perception correlates to academic 
outcomes, student perceptions and self-efficacies, and school-family collaboration 
requires research that broadens data collection to include students, their families, and 
other stakeholders.  In essence, this study focuses on one side of the relationship dyad 
formed in the school microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Vygotsky, 1981).   
Although research exploring the effect of teachers’ perception of effective 
pedagogy on student achievement have increased awareness of the importance of teacher 
perception, the unique context of teaching kindergarten necessitates an examination of 
both kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of kindergarten and the effectiveness of 
transitioning to kindergarten from the perspective of those teachers serve, children and 
their families (Darling-Hammond 2000; Muñoz & Chang, 2007; Muñoz et al., 2013). To 
fully understand the complex interactions between teachers and students, which 
significantly impact learning, students’ voices must be incorporated and synthesized with 
those of teachers.   Broadening this study into students’ home microsystems and with 
those within would provide a holistic understanding of how students navigate multiple 
microsystems, perceive similarities and dissimilarities between home and school, and 
how they reconcile those differences (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1989). 
Conclusion 
 This phenomenological study intended to provide an exploration of teachers’ 






• How have teachers’ experiences as kindergarten students formed their 
expectations for and perceptions of their students?  
• How do kindergarten teachers perceive their students, especially those 
labeled not ready for kindergarten? 
• How has teaching kindergarten, particularly those students labeled not 
ready for kindergarten affected teachers’ professional and personal lives?  
• How has teaching students who are identified as not ready for 
kindergarten affected teachers’ instructional practices?  
Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) was used as the 
conceptual framework to guide my research.  Bronfenbrenner’s concepts of the 
microsystem, the influence of relationships within the microsystem on development, and 
the disruption of transitioning between microsystems provided both the foundation for 
my understanding of the divergence of home and school influences on children as well as 
the framework by which I analyzed and synthesized data from teachers’ interviews 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  This conceptual framework was instrumental in my analytic 
juxtaposition of teachers’ school experience and those of their students as well as how 
teachers described students’ domestic settings and acclimation to school. 
 This study’s findings are significant because the rich and complex voices of 
teachers were used to determine common experiences with the phenomenon of teaching 
kindergarten after a transition to increased academic expectations.  In this study, teachers 
described their experiences as kindergarten students, reasons for pursuing a teaching 
career, and attitudes about their students and kindergarten education.  Though each 





Teachers described changes in kindergarten academic expectations, their motivations to 
continue teaching kindergarten, and how their students either adapted to or struggled with 
the transition to formal schooling.  The composite themes that arose indicate potential 
pitfalls of the current system, how teachers have adjusted their instructional strategies to 
meet school and district expectations and the needs of their students, and how students 
have adjusted, or not, to the current system.  Moreover, this study provides discussions 
and findings that could be used in future research to explore the phenomenon of 
kindergarten readiness through students’ and families’ voices as a means to fully 
understand the complexity of the experience.   
Throughout teachers’ testimonies, both a love for teaching children and the 
frustration of teaching kindergarten in the modern era were woven in their descriptive 
tapestries.  This tension was best exemplified by teachers’ expressed desires for guided 
play while also describing the skills many students lacked.  While these concepts appear 
mutually exclusive in juxtaposition, the play-based kindergarten experiences of teachers 
and the relation of these experiences to their strong sense of vocation provide a different 
interpretation.  Participants’ descriptions of their unstructured play kindergarten 
experiences and the profound influence of family members in the teaching profession are 
connected by relationships.  The current kindergarten curricula, focused on academic 
standards, may not provide the same opportunities teachers experienced in their own 
learning.  Teachers’ longing for more play could be an unstated desire for more 
connectedness with their students, to be like the teachers who influenced them. 
Including a funds of knowledge approach to kindergarten education, even in an 





students from cultures not aligned to school norms and a benefit for teachers who want to 
leverage relationships to better students’ social and academic success.  The kindergarten 
teachers who offered their experiences to this study described their students as academic 
beings navigating curricular programs and standards and students’ families remotely 
through the details students shared of their lives.  Improving communication and 
collaboration with students’ families and incorporating the knowledge and skills students 
learned in their home microsystems reconciles the divide between students’ home and 
school experiences and provides teachers with the authenticity and trust required to 
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Appendix D: Interview Questions 
Interview Questions 
1. Please tell me about your own kindergarten experience as a student. 
2. Why did you pursue elementary education? 
3. Did you want to be a kindergarten teacher? Why or why not? 
4. Please tell me about your experiences teaching kindergarten students. 
5. Have your views of kindergarten or kindergarteners changed? Have you changed? 
6. Tell me about the change that you have undergone (or are currently undergoing). 
How would you describe this change? 
7. What triggered this change? What made this change possible? 
8. What has changed in your life following teaching kindergarten? Who are you 
today (compared with who you were prior to the change)? 
9. Did this process affect your relationships or daily life in any way? In what way 












Appendix E: Recruitment Letter 
UofL Institutional Review Boards  
IRB NUMBER: 20.0548  
IRB APPROVAL DATE: 7/8/20  
Dear Kindergarten Teacher,  
My name is Adam Stephens from the University of Louisville.  I am reaching out to you because I 
would like to invite you to participate in a study that I will be conducting under the supervision 
of Dr. Brydon-Miller from the university.  We are interested in learning more about your 
experiences in teaching kindergarten. 
As part of this study, I will be interviewing kindergarten teachers about their kindergarten 
experiences, reasons for teaching elementary (specifically kindergarten), experiences working 
with students, views of kindergarten instruction and students, and the impact of teaching 
kindergarten on their professional and personal lives. If you are currently employed as a 
kindergarten teacher in Fayette County, you meet the study’s participant criteria. These 
interviews will be conducted at your convenience with an online platform such as Zoom, Google 
Meet, or Microsoft Teams. Interviews will include 9 semi-structured questions and be 
completed in 30-60 minutes depending on follow-up questions and your willingness to 
elaborate. Participants will receive copies of their transcripts to be used for their own personal 
and professional pursuits.  
I have attached this study’s Informed Consent form that details the inclusion criteria, how data 
will be collected and confidentially reported, and the voluntary nature of this study. You can 
reach me by phone or email to further discuss the details of this research study. Your 
participation is completely voluntary.  Please let me know if you have any questions.  If you 
agree to participate in this study, please reply to this email with your availability.  Thank you!  
Sincerely,  
Adam Stephens 
Student, Educational Leadership, Evaluation, and Organizational Development 
University of Louisville 
adam.stephens@fayette.kyschools.us 
 
Dr. Mary Brydon-Miller  
Professor, Educational Leadership, Evaluation, and Organizational Development  






Appendix F: Consent Form 
INFORMED CONSENT  
 
A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF KINDERGARTEN TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THEIR 
STUDENTS IN THE AGE OF KINDERGARTEN READINESS  
Introduction and Background Information 
You are invited to take part in a research study of kindergarten teacher 
experiences teaching kindergarten in the age of kindergarten readiness. You are 
invited because you currently teach kindergarten in the district setting of this 
study, Fayette County. The study is being conducted under the supervision of Dr. 




The purpose of this phenomenological study is to report how kindergarten 
teachers at Southeastern elementary schools describe their attitudes about their 
own kindergarten teaching experiences, vocation, and students in an era of 
kindergarten readiness.  This study also explores kindergarten teachers’ 
perceptions of their experiences with kindergarten students concerning their 
perceptions of their own kindergarten experience and how teaching kindergarten 
has affected their personal and professional lives.   
 
Procedures 
In this study, you will be asked to answer questions about your personal 
experiences teaching kindergarten in an interview. During this interview, I will ask 
you semi-structured, open-ended questions that should take 30-45 minutes to 
answer. Clarifying questions may extend the interview, but I value your time and 
will complete the interview in under an hour unless you state your desire to 





you feel uncomfortable. Though I prefer to complete interviews in single sessions 
to value your time, I am willing to splitting the interview if that option is more 
convenient for you. This interview will be conducted using a UofL approved 
online video conferencing platform. This interview will be audio recorded for later 
transcription. The audio recording and transcription will be shared with you via 
Google Drive for verification as well as your professional use. Aside from the 
interview, demographic data such as age, sex, ethnicity, and years of 
professional experience will be collected although identifying information such as 
your name and place of employment will not be identified in the published report.   
 
Potential Risks 
There are no foreseeable risks other than possible discomfort in answering personal 
questions.  All participant information will remain confidential and participants will remain 
confidential in any form of writing or reporting from this study. 
 
Benefits 
The possible benefits of this study include an opportunity to share your 
experiences teaching kindergarten to contribute to a body or research literature 
focused on kindergarten readiness and teacher support. All participants will also 
be provided to be used as evidence for your professional growth plans or for your 
interests or records as reciprocity for their time and willingness to share their 
experiences.   
 
Payment 
You will not be paid for your time, inconvenience, or expenses while you are in this 
study.     
 
Confidentiality  
Total privacy cannot be guaranteed.  I will protect your privacy to the extent 
permitted by law.  If the results from this study are published, your name will not 
be made public.  
 
Your information may be shared with the following: 
• The University of Louisville Institutional Review Board, Human Subjects 





administration and research and legal compliance at the University, and 
others contracted by the University for ensuring human participants safety 
or research and legal compliance 
• People who are responsible for research, compliance and HIPAA/privacy 
oversight at the institutions where the research is conducted 
• Applicable government agencies, such as:  
o Office for Human Research Protections  
 
Security  
The data collected about you will be kept private by remaining confidential 
through the use of pseudonyms for both you and your place of employment. 
These pseudonyms will be assigned before data is collected and your name and 
place of employment will not be written in the data. All data will be secured by 
being stored in a password-protected, and encrypted computer that only the 
Principal Investigator and Co-Investigator can access.  
Voluntary Participation 
Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part 
at all.  If you decide not to be in this study, you won’t be penalized or lose any 
benefits for which you qualify. If you decide to be in this study, you may change 
your mind and stop taking part at any time. If you decide to stop taking part, you 
won’t be penalized or lose any benefits for which you qualify.  You will be told 
about any new information learned during the study that could affect your 
decision to continue in the study. 
 
Alternatives 
Instead of taking part in this study, you could choose to not participate in the 
study. 
Research Participant’s Rights 
If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, you may 
call the Human Subjects Protection Program Office at (502) 852-5188.  You may 
discuss any questions about your rights as a research participant, in private, with 
a member of the Institutional Review Board (IRB).  You may also call this number 
if you have other questions about the research, and you cannot reach the study 
doctor, or want to talk to someone else. The IRB is an independent committee 
made up of people from the University community, staff of the institutions, as well 
as people from the community not connected with these institutions.  The IRB 
has approved the participation of human participants in this research study.  





If you have any questions about the research study, please contact the Principal 
Investigator, Dr. Brydon-Miller at (502) 852-6887 or the Co-Investigator, Adam 
Stephens at (859) 338-6516.  
 
If you have concerns or complaints about the research or research staff and you 
do not wish to give your name, you may call the toll-free number 1-877-852-
1167.  This is a 24-hour hotline answered by people who do not work at the 
University of Louisville.   
 
Acknowledgment  
This document tells you what will happen during the study if you choose to take part.  
By answering interview questions, you indicate that this study has been explained to 
you, that your questions have been answered, and that you agree to take part in the 
study.  You are not giving up any legal rights to which you are entitled by agreeing to 
participate.  You may make a copy of this consent form to keep for your records. 
 
Phone number for participants to call for questions: 
Dr. Mary Brydon-Miller (Principal Investigator) 
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